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CHAPTER I 
RACING BLOOD 


In the rope corral the band of half-wild pinto ponies 
huddled together like a school of wary fish, sniffing 
the unfamiliar scents, looking all directions with ears 
sharply cocked, tremulously expecting sudden alarms. 

The boss hostler surveyed the little herd with a 
jaundiced eye. ‘“Piebalds and I are just two kinds of 
poison to one another,” he grumbled. ‘For horse pur- 
poses I’d as soon stable a flock of hand-painted mush 
rats. However, I suppose we’ll punch ’em onto the 
’ cars and let our Redskins ride ’em.” 

Johnny Jason sat comfortably in his saddle and paid 
no attention to the hostler’s remarks. There was a 
dreamy quality in his far-seeing glance as he gazed 
across the flat landscape into the shimmering moon- 
light, and if he were thinking of anything at all, per- 
haps he was musing upon the queer, restless streak in 
_ humankind that drives men to incredible labors. 

When Johnny Jason had last ridden this direction 
three years ago, there was not a thing here but the 
parched land, a few spiny cacti and a family of rattle- 
snakes. But since that time it had occurred to some- 
body to trench a stream of water from out of the hills, 


and now the desert had flowered into opulent gardens 
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and orchards; a town of pretty bungalows and two or 
three blocks of stucco business houses had grown up, 
in a day and a night, it might almost have seemed; a 
railroad spur, a telephone and telegraph had come down 
from the northwest; there was a power plant for elec- 
tricity, an ice manufactory, a movie palace and a first 
class garage; nearly four thousand people had settled 
down to prosper in a thriving and fast growing village. 
And to-day there was a circus in town. 

It had been a hot and exciting afternoon for the 
local inhabitants. Everybody had taken a few hours 
off to attend the matinée performance, and settlers had 
traveled in from distant melon and fig ranches, lured by 
the novelty of the country’s first circus. 

Johnny Jason had arrived in town a little after sun- 
down, driving a bunch of calico ponies he had bought on 
the other side of the border for almost nothing. His 
ponies were for sale, and he knew that circuses were 
always in need of horses. The purchasing hostler had 
been unable to talk business earlier in the evening, 
however, so Jason had wandered into the main tent to 
sit for a while among the townspeople. He watched 
the performance, viewing the clowns, the trained ani- 
mals and the aérialists with tolerant interest; but the 
jockey races he found tiresome, and the exhibition of 
rough riding, put on by buckaroos in angora pants, 
made him downright weary. When the boss hostler 
finally sent for him he was perfectly willing to miss the 
rest of the show. 

Jason had sold his livestock after a few minutes of 
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dickering, and mounted his saddle horse, intending to 
ride off in whichever direction the mood of the moment 
took him. But the boss hostler had not finished, was 
still complaining about his bargain. 

“Tf I was in the horse business,” said the circus man, 
“Yd quit collecting jack rabbits and get me some 
horses.” 

Jason was fingering the roll of bills he had carelessly 
thrust into his trousers pocket, his strong, bronzed face 
limned darkly in the moonlight as he absently watched 
the activities about him. 

In the distance flaring torches moved back and forth 
where the waiting circus train stood on its siding. Can- 
vasmen had already struck the menagerie and sideshow 
tops, and lumbering wagons were creaking along the 
dusty road in the direction of the cars. A moment 
before a herd of elephants had drifted past like so 
many stealthy-footed shadows, scaring the band of 
pintos half out of their wits. 

“What’s the matter with ’em?” asked Jason, turn- 
ing towards the corral. ‘“They’ve got four legs apiece, 
haven’t they? Well then, they’re horses.” 

“Tf I was in the horse business,” reiterated the hos- 
tler, “I’d get a horse. I’d go get Blueboy.”’ 

The white line of Jason’s teeth showed momentarily 
as he hummed under his breath a fragment of a roy- 
stering song that runs: 


If you can’t be true 
To one or two 
You’re much better off with three—e—e-——— 
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But he checked himself suddenly to peer at the 
other man. ‘What Blueboy are you talking about?” 
he asked. 

“There’s only one Blueboy that I ever heard of.” 

“You mean the Kentuckian?” 

“TJ mean Blueboy, one of the greatest racing stal- 
lions ever foaled—Blueboy, who romped home with 
every stake for three year olds—five, six years ago, 
wasn’t it?” 

“Blueboy’s dead,” put in Jason. 

“How do you know he’s dead?” 

“Why, wasn’t he on that train that was wrecked and 
burned up several years ago? Wait a minute—I ere- 
member reading about it at the time. Blueboy and 
a lot of other fine race horses were being shipped back 
to the east from Los Angeles, over the southern route. 
The train was in a collision and caught fire, and about 
a half million dollars’ worth of blooded runners de- 
stroyed. They’d been racing at the Santa Anita track, 
and were on their way back home. Wasn’t Blueboy 
one of them?” 

“He was,” said the hostler. “He was on that 
train.” 

“Well?” asked Jason. 

“There were twenty horses on that train—Shrapnel 
and Lady Marigold and Miss Smith, to name some.” 
‘The hostler lowered his voice impressively. ‘Twenty 
horses were shipped, but when they cleared up the 
ruins of that burnt train, only seventeen charred bodies 
were found. Yes sir, only seventeen.” 
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“How do you know that?” asked Jason. 

“There’s an ex-jockey with this show doing hippo- 
drome stuff, by name Billy Bromwell. Before he took 
on weight he used to ride for the Leigh stables of Ken- 
tucky that owned Blueboy. He was on that train and 
he knows.” 

“You mean that three of these horses weren’t killed?” 

“The wreck happened where the railroad runs across 
the desert not so many miles from here. It was night 
time. What would you think? Nobody would have 
carried off those missing horses in their arms. They 
must have been throwed clear from one of the busted 
cars, and walked off on their own feet.” 

“Tn which case they’d have died of thirst or star- 
vation before they wandered a hundred miles,” said 
Jason. “They were pampered thoroughbreds, not des- 
ert broomtails.” 

“Let me tell you something,” returned the hostler. 
“Did you ever see Blueboy?”’ 

“T never did.” 

“Well, I’ve seen him. I saw him gallop a mile and 
a half at Belmont in two-twenty-eight. A great big 
slate blue stallion with white painted hocks, like hockey 
‘socks, and a blazing white star on his forehead. The 
grandest horse I ever saw on hoofs. He’d be around 
eight years old to-day. But that’s not so old for a 
horse that hasn’t burned out his fire on race tracks. 
Blueboy’d be worth fifty thousand dollars to-day of 
any man’s money.” 

“T expect he would,” the other agreed. 
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“There was an old desert rat in to see our show a 
couple of weeks back,” pursued the hostler—“one of 
those old time prospectors who still are going back into 
the lonesome hills with a burro and a washing pan, 
looking for nuggets. This old chap told us that he has 
seen Blueboy.” 

“What?” said the other incredulously. 

“The old fellow had once seen him run at the Santa 
Anita track, and once you’ve seen Blueboy you’d never 
forget him. This prospector described him to a hair, 
and his story was straight, and I believe him.” 

“Believe what?” asked Jason skeptically. 

“Just what this old desert rat told us. Way off there 
back of beyond, in the thirsty hills where men never 
- go, Blueboy is still alive, leading a band of race horses. 
Yes sir! Off yonder in that hidden country somewhere 
are Blueboy and his harem and his colts—wild horses 
—thoroughbreds—the grandest racing blood that was 
ever bred—and they’d belong to the first man who 
came along with a halter.” 


CHAPTER II 
FOOTLOOSE AND FANCY FREE 


Jason hooked his leg over his saddle horn, and 
leaned forward in the moonlight to scrutinize the cir- 
cus man with quizzical eyes. The tale he had heard 
was enough to quicken the pulse of any lover of fine 
horses, and he heaved a faint sigh as in imagination he 
went questing to the mystic hills where it might even 
be possible that Blueboy and others of his kind were 
ranging to-night in feral freedom. 

“There were twenty runners on that train, and but 
seventeen bodies found,” repeated the hostler, deliber- 
ately tantalizing. ‘Which means that three of ’em got 
away in the dark, unnoticed in the excitement of the 
wreck. And they’re still alive, this desert rat says. 
He saw the band, and he swears one of ’em is Blueboy.” 

“Why are you telling me about it?” demanded 
Jason. 

“Who, me? Why, it’s nothing to me. I’m all tied 
up with this show. I’ve got no time to go chasing 
wild horses. I’d as soon tell anybody who asked me. 
There’s no secret about it. Everybody on the lot’s 
been all steamed up over the story for the last couple 
of weeks. It’s all one to me whether you or anybody 
else, or nobody, goes prowling into those hills.” 

“Not I,” declared Jason firmly. 
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“Vou probably couldn’t catch ’em anyhow.” 

“They wouldn’t be mine to catch.” 

“Oh, I don’t know. After five years? What’s the 
range law on unbranded animals?” 

“The range law hasn’t anything to do with it,” re- 
turned Jason. “Blueboy’s no mustang. He’s still 
owned by the Leigh stables of Kentucky—if he’s still 
alive.” 

The hostler laughed and turned away to go about his 
business. “That suits me,” he said. ‘“So-long, kid.” 

For a moment or two after the circus man had taken 
his departure, Jason sat motionless on his restless horse. 
The brass band in the main tent had just crashed into a 
blaring finale, and the audience was beginning to 
straggle forth from the exits. Menagerie wagons and 
heavily loaded canvas trucks were rumbling down the 
highway towards the side-tracked circus cars. A herd 
of camels went shambling past in charge of a group of 
white clad Arabs, the long necks bobbing rhythmically 
while the camelmen chatted in an alien tongue. 

Jason watched the grunting line dip into a dry arroyo 
and disappear, and then he turned in his saddle for a 
last glance towards the village. People were moving 
along the street in growing crowds, walking, riding and 
driving automobiles. The sounds of laughing voices 
carried clearly in the breathless night. He had 
camped hereabouts not so long ago when the only 
sound to be heard was the whispering of dry sand. 
The place certainly was growing up; getting over- 
crowded, ‘thought Johnny Jason. 
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He swung about to face the open country, a treeless, 
uninhabited land, bathed in a silvery haze and stretching 
on to the sky. Throwing his leg back over the saddle 
horn, he dropped his foot into the stirrup. He might 
as well be getting on. There was no place in particular 
for him to go, nothing especial that he had to do, 
to-night, to-morrow or the next day. He clucked to 
his mount, and started to sing to himself in a soft 
baritone: 


Ho ho for the merry month of May 
For it’s only temporary. 

I make my rhyme 

For any time: 

Ho, ho for January! 


It was good to be footloose and only twenty-seven 
years old. 

Jason’s blanket roll was tied to the saddle, and he 
and his horse, Tom Collins, could sleep that night 
wherever they happened to be when they felt sleepy. 
The magic of the night was in the man’s blood, and he 
broke off his song as fancy lured his thoughts to a far 
no-man’s country, where a great blue stallion perhaps 
roamed in the shadows of the desolate mountains, foot- 
loose also, free to go and come as he pleased, to stretch 
his long legs in a racing gallop if he wished, not for 
glory or prizes or the acclaim of paddock crowds, but 
for the sheer joy of running. 

While Jason was thinking of a mythical horse, he 
absent-mindedly allowed the horse he was riding to 
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have his own head, and Tom Collins, catching a scent 
of possible friends, decided to turn down the arroyo 
in the direction of the circus train. 

Fate often hangs on trifling mischances. The flip 
ping of a card, the falling of a hair, the heedless de- 
cision of a horse to turn left instead of right: tragedy, 
the altering of man’s entire life sometimes may hinge 
on such small beginnings. 

Tom Collins trotted down the arroyo, turned off 
across a sandy trail that showed the marks of camels’ 
padded hooves, and presently arrived at the siding 
tracks, where stood a long train of yellow painted cars. 
In the flickering glare of innumerable gasoline torches 
men shouted and sweated and ran back and forth, 
teams of horses tugged and strained at clanking traces, 
while elephants, with upcurled trunks, pushed and © 
butted at heavily laden vans as groups of men guided 
the wheels up the long runways into the cars. 

For a few minutes Jason lingered near the loading 
platforms, watching the feverish activities down the 
length of the siding; but presently: he touched the reins 
and guided his horse across the tracks, around the end 
of a box car, intending to circle and strike his trail on 
the other side of the train. 

In a hollow of ground opposite the tracks, removed 
from the press and confusion of the loading operations, 
he made out a little herd of camels, bunched in a com- » 
pact group, and apparently waiting their turn at the 
runways. Nearby stood a sentinel figure, shrouded 
from head to toes in some sort of a loosely draped white 
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garment. The white shape was silhouetted in the 
moonlight in slender grace, and a glance told Jason 
that the camel guard was a woman. 

He was passing on, when he was suddenly aware of 
a stirring movement in a clump of mesquite bushes 
at his left. Turning in the saddle, he saw a man’s 
bulky form push up against the skyline above the ridge . 
of ground, and start to descend into the hollow; and 
as he looked on curiously from the concealing shadow 
of the circus train, a second and a third figure stole 
forward to join the first. 

There was something ominous in the silent, stealthy 
advance of the three new arrivals, and Jason promptly 
checked his horse and craned his head to watch. 

He was kept only a-moment in suspense. The fore- 
most intruder moved crouching down the slope, and 
then all at once sprang erect and launched himself with 
outreaching arms towards the camel guard. 

Jason heard a scuffling among the pebbles, heard a 
woman’s voice cry out in shrill and frightened protest. 

He could not guess the purpose of the swift attack. 
Perhaps it was only some small feud of the circus 
reaching its sudden dénouement. Whatever the merits 
of the affair, however, a woman had called for help, and 
that was enough for him. He dropped the bridle rein 
on his horse’s neck, slipped out of his saddle, and 
strode back to interfere. 

The white robed figure was a girl. Jason caught 
a fleeting glimpse of an olive-skinned face and a pair 
of glittering, dark-fringed eyes as the young woman 
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fought with hands and nails to free herself from the 
man who had seized her. Her complexion and features 
betrayed her as a member of some tribe of desert Arabs, 
who, presumably, had joined the circus to help manage 
the camel herd. 

The girl’s antagonist had gripped her about the 
shoulders, and while she writhed in his grasp he at- | 
tempted to slip his hold downward and pinion her arms 
to her sides. With his free hand he tried to cover her 
mouth and smother her gasping cries. He was a 
stocky individual with a broad, heavy-jowled face, anda 
pair of unwinking eyes that showed like slits above his 
puffy cheeks. 

Without a word Jason thrust his shoulder into the 
man’s body, and with a sudden muscular movement, 
tore open his gripping arm and flung him backwards. 

“That'll be enough,” said Jason. 

The man caught his balance, stood glowering for a 
second, and then, with a smothered imprecation, 
hunched up his shoulders and started for the interloper. 

Jason was waiting, however, coolly measuring his dis- 
tance. As the bull-chested stranger came back into 
range he struck, with a full swing of his shoulder 
behind the blow, and felt his fist sink into a soft roll 
of flesh under the jaw bone. The man’s head snapped 
back, and he stumbled and fell sprawling with limply 
reaching hands. 

From the tail of his eye Jason saw the white draped 
figure of the Arabian girl stretched on the ground 
among the rocks. Whether she was hurt, or merely 
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had fainted in her moment of release he had not time 
now to inquire. He heard a footstep, and a shadow 
fell in front of him. And before he could turn, the 
sound of a thunderclap seemed to burst in his ears, 
and something struck him with stunning force behind 
the temple. 

Reeling, with senses swimming, he still contrived to. 
keep his feet, and turned to make out a tall shape loom- 
ing before him in the moonlight. He saw a swarthy, 
saturnine face and two black, evil-glaring eyes; and, 
hoping to gain a moment’s time, while his head was 
clearing, he lurched forward to grapple with his 
assailant. 

But with his first step he was violently arrested, 
jerked rearward, and an agile weight pounced on his 
back, while he felt clawing fingers at his throat. 
“Now!” grated a voice in his ear. ‘Get ’im, José!” 

The dark featured man whipped his hand to his 
belt, and the moonrays flickered on the blade of a 
knife. 

With a faint shock of surprise, Jason realized for 
the first time that he had thrust his way into serious 
trouble. This was no longer the genial knock-down 
brawl he had started with his fists, but a blood-letting 
business, to be settled with deadly weapons. 

He felt his holstered revolver bump his thigh as he 
squirmed in the embrace of the man who had closed 
from behind. Had he but known a second before, 
he might have been quick enough; but as he reached 
for his gun butt, he was anticipated by his unseen 
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assailant. A hand darted under his wrist, the six- 
shooter was wrested free, and his fingers groped to an 
empty holster. 

If Jason at that moment had been required to place 
a valuation on his remaining term of life, he no doubt 
would have sold out for a trifling sum. He was dis- 
armed, struggling with head bent backwards, a sinewy 
hand still clutching at his throat, digging at his wind- 
pipe with talons of steel. The man whom he had 
knocked down was on his feet again, coming back to 
the attack, his turtle-like head pushed truculently from 
his hunched-up shoulders. From the other side the 
swarthy José edged in with softly gliding feet, while 
the gentle light of the summer moon twinkled on the 
blade of his knife. 

What might have happened in the next few seconds, 
it was destined that no one should ever know; for it 
was just at this critical juncture unexpected interven- 
tion came from the direction of the circus train. 
“Hold on there!”’ commanded a deep and formidable 
sounding voice. “Lay off that stuff!” ~ 

The man with the knife checked in mid-stride to 
stare behind him. 

By the siding, not a dozen paces distant, stood a 
solitary human figure, diminutive in stature, looking 
like a sturdy boy, but with the bass voice of a full 
grown man. “Beat it before you get hurt!” the new~ 
comer admonished. 

The gloomy visaged José bent, half crouching, to 
peer at the small interloper. “It’s him!’’ he ejaculated 
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suddenly in a fierce sharp-edged whisper. “Look, 
Bart! He’s the one. Quick!” 

Jason heard a full-drawn breath behind him, and 
the next instant a streak of vivid flame lashed past 
him and the jarring report of a revolver shot banged 
in his head. 

The little man by the siding flinched backwards, as 
though the noise had startled him. His hands dropped 
to his sides, and then slowly lifted again to fumble 
towards the lapel of his coat. He uttered no sound, 
gave no sign that anything was wrong. But all at 
once his knees swayed apart and his legs bent beneath 
him; his body relaxed. Then he seemed to lose con- 
trol of himself. His chin dropped on his chest, and he 
doubled over to tumble in an inert heap at the foot of 
the railway embankment. 

Jason had seen all that had happened, but his brain 
was still buzzing from the blow behind his temple; 
and the men he was fighting, the pistol shot, the moon- 
shine, and the huddled shape on the ground all seemed 
to be mixed up in his perceptions, like vague and 
unreal things belonging in a dream. A confusion of 
sounds broke out about him after the revolver ex- 
ploded. He heard a creaking and cracking of big leg 
bones as the camels scrambled to their feet, the thud 
of soft ponderous hooves, the groan and snort of the 
frightened animals, and then he was dimly aware of 
huge, ungainly shapes sliding past him in all directions 
as the herd stampeded. 

“Got ’im!” exulted the man who had fired the shot. 
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“Plumb in the heart. Hell’s loose now. Beat it, you 
two!” 

There was a pattering of boots among the rocks, 
and the three strangers disappeared along with the run- 
away camels. Jason suddenly awakened to the knowl- 
edge that he stood alone on the hill slope. 

He looked uncertainly behind him. A little distance 
away he saw a bundle of white on the ground. It 
stirred unexpectedly, and sat up; and then he remem- 
bered, and nodded to himself. It was the Arab girl 
who had called for help. He paid no further attention 
to her, but shifted his glance again to observe the un- 
moving object at the bottom of the embankment. 

From behind the circus train two running men ap- 
peared. They saw the huddled shape below them, and 
plunged into the ditch to investigate. 

Jason ‘had noticed their approach, but at the same 
moment his curiosity was caught by the glint of some. 
metallic substance shining in the grass at his feet. 
He reached down, and picked up a revolver. A faint 
reek of gunpowder reached his nostrils; and he found 
the steel barrel hot to the touch. He turned the 
weapon abstractedly in his hand, and identified his own 
six-shooter. 

As he was about to slip the gun back into his holster, 
there came to him a disquieted feeling that he was being 
watched. The two men from the circus train were 
kneeling at the bottom of the embankment by the fallen 
body, but they had raised their heads now and were 
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staring tensely at Jason. Suddenly one of them broke 
out with a furious yell. 

“Hey, you guys!” he shrieked at the full power of 
his lungs. ‘He’s murdered Billy Bromwell! Come 
on everybody!”’ . 

The second man joined in with his comrade. ‘Hey 
rube!” he bellowed. “Hey rube! Hey rube! Hey 
rube!” 

The response from the other side of the train was 
prompt and unanimous. MHoarse and savage voices 
answered, blazing torches flared between the cars and 
there was a rush of heavy feet all along the track. 

Jason watched the approach of the flaming lights, 
heard the rattle of gravel, saw shadowy forms leaping 
forth from underneath the box cars; and his half-dazed 
senses were aroused to the imminence of his danger. 
He began to realize that he was caught in an ugly 
scrape. One of the circus men lay dead before him, 
the murderers had fled, and he was left alone to face 
the fury of the victim’s comrades. 

They were howling as they came at him, swinging 
mauls and tent stakes, a ruthless mob, closing upon him 
from three sides. Instinct warned him that he would 
be given no time for explanations. Indeed, what ex- 
planation could he make? ‘The murder had been done 
with his own revolver, and the warm gun even now was 
clutched in his hand. | 

He looked around, and saw his horse standing near 
the train. Suddenly he puckered his lips in a shrill 
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whistle. Tom Collins threw up his head, wheeled 
Jason’s direction, and immediately jumped forward in 
his loping pace. 

A dozen men were running in advance of the horse, 
making straight for Jason. He saw their faces in the 
moonlight as they came plunging up the slope. It was 
too late to wait for his mount. He dropped his gun 
into its holster, turned on his heel and ran. 

“Come on, boy!” he called. 

Two of his pursuers blundered in front of Tom 
Collins, and were knocked sprawling. But a score of 
others came swarming after the fugitive. 

High heeled riding boots were never intended for 
sprinting. Jason reached the top of the hill, but some 
of the circus men were so close behind him that he could 
hear their labored breathing. Also, however, he heard 
the thud of oncoming hooves. 

Before him lay a hollow stretch of ground, thickly 
dotted with mesquite. As he passed over the ridge 
and started down the incline, a bullet sang past his 
ear and a pistol shot echoed behind him. He did not 
glance back, but whistled again, a bit breathlessly 
this time. “Come on Tommy!” he cried. “This 
way!” 

The next moment he was overtaken by the cantering 
hooves, and half turning his head he saw a long shadow 
push up beside him. 

“Atta-boy!” he gasped. 

Tom Collins was loping along at his right, with stir- 
rups flapping. Jason’s hand shot out and grasped the 
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saddle horn. For a half dozen steps he bounded for- 
ward with the horse, and then, springing from both feet, 
he vaulted off the ground and landed astride the 
animal’s back. 

“Let’s go!” said Jason, and Tom Collins shoved out 
his long neck and went galloping in full stride across 
the open valley. 


CHAPTER II 
THE FUGITIVE 


Three or four shots rang out from the top of the 
ridge, but Jason gave no heed. Tom Collins was 
traveling down the long slope at a breakneck pace, 
dodging in and out among the tall-growing bushes. 
They did not even hear the whining of the bullets. 
The lights of the circus train were abruptly shut out 
behind the hill. Gazing over his shoulder, Jason saw 
two or three moving figures against the skyline, and 
then almost at once the thickets intervened. The 
shouting voices grew fainter, and presently were heard 
no more. 

There was no sign of pursuit. For fifteen minutes, 
perhaps, the rider allowed Tom Collins to stretch out 
his galloping legs, but at length the horse’s blowing 
warned him, and he pulled him down to a brisk trot. 

To the westward reached the open country, a low 
rolling, illimitable wasteland, shimmering to-night under 
the starry sky like a flood of liquid silver. The fan- 
ning of the dry night air soon cleared Jason’s senses. 
There was still a slight throbbing in his head, and a 
sore, egg-shaped bump behind his ear was left him as a 
memento of the unfriendliness of the stranger, José. 
Otherwise he was himself again. 

He hated the ignominy of flight, but he did not 
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see what alternative he had. Circus people are quick 
to avenge their own. If the gang of them had laid 
hands on him they undoubtedly would have torn him 
to pieces. Even if some temperate head had prevailed 
in time to save him from the violence of the mob, 
they would have given him over to the county officers; 
and he was a stranger in the community, without 
friends—a man caught with a murdered victim at his 
feet and a smoking gun in his fist. The law would 
have made short shrift of him. 

Thanks to Tom Collins he was well clear of a bad 
mess. Nobody had seen his face. He would never be 
recognized. Inasmuch as his conscience was clean, he 
could go his way and remember the affair only as a 
trivial adventure in-a life overcrowded with event. 

For the present he need but drop a few miles behind 
him, and he would be safe. His canteen was empty, 
but it didn’t matter. He would make a dry camp at 
midnight, sleep for four hours, and then go on. By ten 
o’clock next morning he would reach a known water 
hole at a crossing of trails. From there chance would 
lead him to his next destination. Where that might be 
he could not at this moment foretell. 

Jason was a wanderer, who had been born fifty years 
too late. He was of the dauntless, adventurous type of 
the men who had founded the West. His grandfather 
had been a pioneer plainsman, his father a restless 
hunter of gold. Instead of stopping in one place and 
waiting for wealth to stick in their fingers, as others did, 
the Jasons, as far back as anyone remembered, had 
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always gone on, hearing the call beyond the Mountain, 
seeking the unexplored, reaching hands to things that 
men had not touched before them. 

The touchstone of happiness is to be found in the 
most out-of-the-way spots. The Jasons no doubt en- 
joyed themselves, but a life of constant change was not 
easy for their wives and children. Johnny Jason’s 
mother had died when he was two, and at sixteen years 
of age he had been left an orphan, with his only heritage 
the quicksilver in his blood—the nomad’s urge. 

Boy and man, Jason had seen much and traveled far. 
Twice he had swung the ten thousand mile circle of the 
great basin, traversing the vast Cordilleran region of 
mountain and river and forest and desert plain, through 
Oregon, Utah, Wyoming, Idaho, Southern California, 
Arizona, across the line into Sonora, and around 
again. 

Jason was not ambitionless, nor was he lazy. A man 
is not lazy who has packed a three gallon canteen across 
Death Valley for the grim satisfaction of seeing what 
the furnace of the mountains was like on the other side. 
He had worked in mines and timber forests and on 
cattle ranges. Lately he had been buying and selling 
horses, making quite a bit of money. If ever he got 
married he promised himself that he would build a 
house somewhere and settle down. But that day 
seemed to be remote. Meanwhile he was still too 
young to believe that people huddling together in towns 
were better off than he; whose homestead fence was 
the blue horizon line. 
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- As Tom Collins trotted along at his hard, jolting 
gait Jason’s buoyant spirits revived. His reactions 
from peril or hardship were always swift and complete. 
The town and the angry circusmen had been left 
behind him, and out here the world was at peace. It 
was a lovely night. The full round moon was waning 
over his shoulder. Overhead the stars of the summer 
constellations burned with an incredible brilliancy. 
It would be hot under the sun to-morrow, but the 
breeze to-night was balmy, filled with a heady fra- 
grance. 

There was no visible trail, but the ground was 
packed gravel, almost as firm as a surfaced roadbed. 
Jason needed only to sight against the stars for his 
direction points. For an hour or more he rode down 
the long, gradual slope that ran to the distant bottom- 
lands, but finally, noticing that Tom Collins was begin- 
ning to lag a bit in his stride, Jason decided to halt. 
The horse had been traveling most of that day, and 
needed a rest. 

Before dismounting, Jason put his hand on the 
cantle of his saddle, and casually glanced behind him. 
And then his head went up with a startled jerk. The 
round, sinking moon had settled until its bottom rim 
seemed to rest on the top of the long slope several miles 
away. Along the radiant skyline his eyes caught a 
faint stab of brighter light, and as he looked he saw 
a tiny dark object, apparently no larger than the tip 
of his thumb, moving across the face of the moon. 
_ He peered intently at the far-off speck, watching the 
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shaft of light that traveled with it. Then he knew. It 
was an automobile. . 

Jason didn’t need many guesses to tell him who was 
in the car. Nobody was apt to drive out into this 
arid country at night without some urgent reason. 
The automobile undoubtedly carried the county sheriff 
and his posse, and they were after the man who had 
run from the circus crew. 

A glance at the ground showed Jason the mark of 
Tom Collins’ shod hoof. Even from his saddle, with 
only the moon for illumination, the iron scarred print 
was distinctly visible. The men in the car must have 
picked up the trail, and with their headlamps bearing 
ahead, they would be able to follow it at a rapid pace. 

Jason could not help grinning at his own fatuity in 
thinking a while ago that he had made good his escape. 
He might have known that the county officers would be 
hot on his heels the moment they heard of the circus- 
man’s death. Crime was not treated lightly in this 
country in these law-abiding days. 

However, Jason was not especially. worried. His 
pursuers were still several miles behind him, and it 
would be a half hour at least before they could pos- 
sibly overtake him. He would have to change his 
plan. Instead of striking for the water hole at the 
highroad crossing, he could turn left towards the bar- 
rens. Off that direction lay a ten mile stretch of rolling, 
shifting dunes. To reach the sand meant a hard thirty 
minutes’ ride, but Tom Collins ought to be equal to the 
effort. The pursuing party could follow anywhere on 
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this ground, but when they struck the yielding soil of 
the dunes the wheels of the car were sure to go in to 
the hubs, and that must be the end of the chase. 

“Sorry, Tommy,” said Jason as he touched the 
horse’s neck with the rein, and started off again, “but 
you see what you get for fooling around where women 
are. I’ve told you so often. Now you’ve got to run 
your legs off to get yourself out of this jam.” 

Jaded as he was, Tom Collins responded valiantly to 
the loosened bit and set forth across the hillside at a 
sturdy canter. 

The lights of the automobile swung down the grade, 
and seemed to*be coming fast. Jason looked behind, 
estimating the distance. The car was traveling faster 
than the horse; nevertheless he was sure that he held 
enough lead to beat his pursuers to the dunes. And it 
was ‘not likely that they would attempt to push on 
afoot after they stuck in the sand. 

Confident as he was of escaping, however, Jason did 
not minimize the difficulties that confronted him. 
Beyond the farther edge of the dunes he knew where 
to find an ancient Indian well, where water was plenti- 
ful. He would have to work his way across the ter- 
rible ribbon of sand, and once started he had no choice 
but to keep going. Tom Collins and he would be 
badly in need of a drink, long before they reached the 
other side. 

But the die was cast. He had elected to run, and in 
fleeing he had provided the law with the final and 
conclusive evidence to prove his guilt. If they caught 
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him now he was condemned in advance and foredoomed 
to hang. 

“Tommy,” he said, “I’m downright ashamed of my- 
self for asking you to do this. But I wouldn’t be 
worth a thing to you on the end of a rope. Think of 
that when you're feeling tired.” 

The horse clattered on across the long incline, his 
hooves pounding steadily, flinging rubble behind him. 
Jason watched the pointed ears for the first sign of 
drooping, feeling the heave of the big, laboring body 
beneath him, listening anxiously to the animal's 
heavy breathing. Now and then he glanced over his 
shoulder, and each time the oncoming headlights ap- 
peared to be brighter. 

“Tt can’t be so far,” he told the horse, but as he rode 
the monotonous, treeless landscape always stretched 
before him. The moon had gone down behind the hill, 
but the stars gleamed through the clear atmosphere 
with a magnified radiance, shedding a soft glimmer 
upon the earth. He could see, and as he gazed ahead 
he began to wonder if by any fatal chance he had lost 
his direction sense. He raised his eyes to the sky to 
trace an imaginary line between the constellations of 
Hercules above him and Antares of the Scorpion, blaz- 
ing red in the southern heavens; and nodded reassur- 
ingly to himself. There could be no mistake about the 
compass points, and yet, if he were headed right the 
dunes by this time should be in sight. 

The automobile was rapidly overtaking him. The 
luminous streak thrown out by the headlamps had now 
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split into two distinct shafts of light, which grew in 
size, coming nearer and nearer. Jason peered tensely 
before him, and presently was aware of a spectral 
shimmer of white looming upon his horizon. He 
looked sharply, and drew a full breath. The dunes 
were before him. 

“Tt’s the sand,” he declared. ‘Just a little farther, 
Tommy, and then you can walk.” 

The horse, seeming to understand, quickened his 
pace, and pushed on at a headlong gallop over the 
rough ground. And then, in the middle of his long 
stride, he checked as abruptly as though he had hit a 
wall. Jason heard an unpleasant cracking sound, and 
the next instant he found himself catapulting through 
the air above the horse’s down-pitched head. 

He alighted on the toes of his boots, tumbled on his 
hands and knees and rolled over twice. In a moment 
he scrambled back to his feet. He was bruised in spots 
and thoroughly shaken up, but after wriggling his lean 
body, he satisfied himself that he was not. hurt. 

It was a different story with Tom Collins. Jason 
stumbled back to the spot where he had quitted the 
saddle, and found the horse lying on his side, struggling 
wildly to regain his feet. The man laid a quiet hand 
on the tossing head, and stooped forward to investigate. 
Then he understood. Tom Collins had stepped into a 
deep crevice, weathered in the soft sandrock, and the 
bones of his foreleg were snapped above the knee. 

Jason felt a sudden dimness in his eyes as he bent 
down and stroked the hot, straining neck. They had 
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lived together a long while—he and Tom Collins. 
Miraculously the horse quieted to the pitying touch. 
The man dropped to one knee, and his fingers strayed 
through the shaggy mane. “I hope they’re good to you 
over yonder,” he said gently. Then his jaw hardened 
and his mouth set in a straight, harsh line. He reached 
to his holster, his revolver came out, and a second later 
the silence of the desert was broken by the heavy ex- 
plosion of a .45 cartridge. 

Tom Collins sighed as the report echoed across the 
hillside, and his lifted head flopped over and thumped 
upon the ground. 

Breathing sharply between his teeth Jason stood up 
and replaced his weapon in its holster. He turned to 
face the north, standing by his dead horse, erect and 
motionless, watching the lights of the approaching 
automobile. 

The car apparently was not more than a mile dis- 
tant now, and was running down the slope at high 
speed. The pursuing party would arrive at this place 
within the next few minutes, and find the dead horse. 
Knowing that the fugitive was dismounted, they were 
sure to follow ruthlessly, wherever he went, confident 
of walking him down. 

Jason laughed grimly and tightened his belt. Then 
he about-faced, and, without canteen or food, he 
started off afoot into the white dunes. 


CHAPTER IV 
DEAD MAN’S SHOES 


From Louisville to Coahuila Well the distance was 
just two thousand and nineteen miles; and the nineteen 
miles were much the hardest. As far as Phoenix, 
Gregory Leigh traveled at his ease in a Pullman draw- 
ing room, and from there he changed to a way-train 
which finally deposited him with his baggage at a 
little water-tank station in the middle of the great 
desert. He had telegraphed ahead to purchase a 
saddle horse, a burro,-and camping supplies; and in 
the cool dusk of morning he rode forth alone on the 
last stage of his long journey, wearing a high-peaked 
sombrero to protect his brain from the sun. 

At a little after nine o’clock that same morning, when 
Gregory Leigh had only three more miles of his last 
nineteen miles to go, a gust of wind blew up the draw 
between two mountainous sand dunes, whisked off his 
hat, and sent it rolling into a clump of cholla cactus 
plants, which are the spiniest and prickliest of all the 
cacti. 

The traveler jumped off his horse to rescue his som- 
_ brero, and when he reached under the cactus growths, 
he was thinking of the spiked stems above him, and 
failed to watch the ground below. There was a four- 


foot rattlesnake coiled under one of the barbed plants, 
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end the reptile struck at sight, sinking his yellow fangs 
deep in the man’s flesh, where the shirt collar was un- 
buttoned at the throat. 

Leigh thought at first that he had stabbed himself 
with one of the cactus thorns, but then he saw the 
snake writhing away, and in a frenzy of hatred and ah- 
horrence he got his rifle and beat the rattler into a 
pulpy ribbon. After that there was not much else he 
could do. The wound entered the flesh near the 
carotid artery, and was so located that there was no 
way of applying a ligature. The venom seeped 
through the blood, and within an hour and a half 
Leigh died in agony with the hot morning sun beating 
upon his tortured face. 

Scarcely a half hour later it chanced that Johnny 
Jason came down that direction over the high ridge of 
sand. 

From the moment when he had been obliged to shoot 
his horse and travel afoot, Jason had been trudging 
in high-heeled boots through the terrible, shifting dunes. 
Since a time in the remote and misty past, the only 
sound he had heard was the dry, silken whisper of the 
wind-driven sand. He was powdered white from head 
to foot. The fine grit clogged his throat and nostrils, 
filled his eyes and his hair, and sifted through his cloth- 
ing. There was a bitter taste in his parched mouth, 
his tongue was cracked and swollen, the soles of his 
feet were afire. 

Somewhere in the distance he knew that men were 
walking on his trail. He had seen them first shortly 
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after daybreak—three tiny figures moving after him 
across the desert wastes. ‘They had left their automo- 
bile at the edge of the dunes and came on foot. The 
fugitive always looked back from the top of each suc- 
ceeding ridge, and always he saw three little black dots 
creeping over the billows of sand. 

For hours Jason held his lead. The men who fol- 
lowed him did not seem to be in any hurry to close 
the gap. They must have found his empty canteen, 
and knew that he was without water. And they could 
dog him leisurely, in remorseless patience, saving them- 
selves, knowing that in the end he must lag on the trail 
and allow himself to be overtaken. 

Even now Jason was wavering a little in his stride. 
He topped the high ridge overlooking the fluted hollow 
where Gregory Leigh had lost his hat. Gazing down, 
he saw a packed burro and a saddled horse, both stand- 
ing with drooping heads; and a man’s body tumbled on 
the sand. 

He tried to wink the dust out of his eyes, thinking 
that his vision was playing him tricks. Again he 
lvoked, and the scene remained unchanged. With a 
muttered exclamation he went over the pitch of the 
dune, his heels digging furrows in the sand as he slid 
to the bottom. 

By now his mind had grasped the amazing fact that ~ 
everything was as it seemed. The horse, the donkey 
and the man were real. So also was the canteen 
strapped to the burro’s packed saddle. 

Jason did not stop then to inquire what it all meant. 
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He simply possessed himself of the canteen, unstop- 
pered the spout, and tilted it to his mouth. 

If ever there was a panacea for all ills, it is water. 
As Jason drank, he was conscious of a sweet, assuaging 
remedy gurgling through his entire being. His tongue 
seemed to shrink at once to its natural size, pain and 
distress were gone, the haze cleared from before his 
eyes. He felt that he could easily swallow the entire 
canteenful, but knowing the danger of overeagerness, 
he stopped resolutely after his second full draught. In- 
stead of drinking more, he splashed his hands and 
wrists and washed the sand from his face and eyes. 
Then—and not until then—did he turn to find out 
what had happened to his unwitting benefactor. 

He glanced at the distorted features of the man on 
the ground, saw the scuffled sand, the dead snake, the 
sombrero under the cactus clump, and nothing more 
was needed to reveal the tragic story. Bending over 
the stranger, he found the twin punctures at the base 
of the throat. He touched the outflung wrist. The 
skin was still warm but there was no pulse. Death 
must have taken place within the last few minutes. 

Jason turned away with a fatalistic shrug. Life 
moves swiftly and violently in this desert country, and 
is apt to be snuffed out horribly at any time. He 
gathered that this luckless chap was an outlander, who 
had not learned to keep one corner of a weather eye 
reserved for rattlers. Well—fate sometimes works in 
strange and grotesque:ways. One man’s poison may 
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easily prove to be another’s salvation. It was a good- 
looking horse the stranger had left behind. 

The beast was a small, well-built roan. Instead of 
the usual high-horned western saddle, a light English 
riding saddle was girthed to his back. He was watch- 
ing the man sleepily, as though he were too indolent 
to move, but as Jason approached him, he wheeled sud- 
denly and trotted away. 

Jason tried again, but he realized at once that he was 
wasting invaluable time. The horse’s recent rider had 
left the reins on his neck instead of tossing them over 
the head to dangle from the bit. Of course the animal 
wouldn’t stand. He circled craftily, refusing to allow 
his pursuer to come within a dozen paces of him. 
Jason tried flattery and cajolery, and then at last gave 
up the hopeless chase and turned to the burro. 

The donkey had been looking on with cock-eared 
curiosity, and evidently decided that this was also a 
good game for three players. At the first move in his 
Girection, his tail jerked up and off he scampered with 
the water canteen banging against his ribs. 

Jason halted in despair. He had had a drink; other- 
wise he was in no better situation than before. Per- 
haps his plight was even more desperate. The posse 
would arrive here presently, and it was possible that 
where one man had failed, three of them might surround 
and capture the horse. In which event it would be a 
simple matter to gallop him down. 

Whatever happened, even if Jason reached the water 
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hole ahead of his pursuers, he would still be in grave 
danger. Undoubtedly the news of the affair at the cir- 
cus train had been telegraphed through the country, 
wherever the wires went. Others ahead would be on 
the lookout. A man afoot, wearing riding boots, was 
certain to invite the suspicion of anybody he met. It 
would be risky to enter any village or to apply at any 
camp or ranch where a horse might be purchased, yet 
until he was mounted again he would be a marked 
‘man. 

Jason glanced despondently about him, wondering if 
he were any better off than the man who lay in the 
sand at the foot of the slope. And then, as he looked, 
his eyes kindled suddenly in the excitement of a tre- 
mendous idea that came full-fledged into his brain. It 
was an audacious plan, yet simple and perfectly feasible, 
offering him a thrilling chance of escape. He was tired 
of running away from the consequences of a crime he 
had not committed. The shuffie of the cards until 
this moment had been so distinctly unfair. And now, 
at the ebbtide of fortune, a new deal miraculously was 
offered. It would have been insanity not to accept. 

Returning to the cactus clump, Jason stood musingly 
above the dead man. The stranger appeared to be 
shorter and a bit heavier in build than he, but by a 
lucky coincidence their feet were approximately of a 
size. In making amends, the lords of chance dealt 
generously. . 

The outlander wore a pair of new, round-toed shoes, 
provided with hob-nails. Jason hesitated but an in- 
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stant and then he stooped and swiftly unfastened the 
laces. He removed the shoes and a moment later 
kicked off his own narrow-toed, high-heeled boots. 
An exchange was made as quickly as he could accom- 
plish a disagreeable and rather difficult task, and when 
he turned at last with an uneasy glance towards the 
ridge above him, his boots were on the stranger’s feet, 
while he stood in another man’s dusty shoes. 

The posse had not yet put in an appearance, but he 
knew that his pursuers would be shoving up against 
the skyline before many more minutes. There was 
no time to lose. His first concern was to efface the 
tracks of his stocking feet. This done, he unbuckled 
his belt and fastened his holster and uncleaned revolver 
against the hip of the man who looked up at the sky 
and neither saw nor cared what was taking place about 
him. 

Jason was swapping death for life, with success or 
failure depending upon the completeness of the grim 
exchange. He had steeled himself to a business that 
ordinarily would have shocked his finer sensibilities. 
The dead man wore a soft, suéde leather jerkin, which 
Jason stripped off. Then he slipped out of his own 
frayed jacket, and worked the stranger’s unresisting 
arms into the sleeves. It was a one-sided trade but in 
his necessity he could not be too conscientious. 

There remained now to provide himself with a name, 
a new identity, and he could look his pursuers calmly 
and innocently in the eyes. That also must be bor- 
rowed. 
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Stooping to one knee, he gingerly and most apologet- 
ically rummaged the pockets of the stranger’s trousers 
and waistcoat. Therein he found a _ jack-knife, 
matches, cigarettes, and a wallet containing a thick 
package of yellow bank notes; but there was not so 
much as a scrap of paper to tell him who the man was 
or whence he had come. 

He scrupulously replaced the money and other ef- 
fects as he had found them, and then tried the pockets 
cf the jerkin he was wearing. In one of these he found 
a thumb-marked letter, which he promptly opened. 

The letter was addressed: ‘‘Gregory Leigh, Louis- 
ville, Ky.” Jason glanced at the superscription, and 
wrinkled his forehead in an effort of recollection. The 
name somehow was familiar. He held three pages of 
closely written penscript in his hand, and after scanning 
the first couple of paragraphs, he was enlightened. 
This must be the Leigh whom the circus hostler had 
mentioned last evening, the owner of the Leigh stables 
of Kentucky—the owner of the lost race horse, Blue- 
boy. f 

With eyes grown tense with interest, Jason perused 
the communication, which read: 


My pear Mr. LeIcH:— 

Received your letter in answer to mine of the twelfth inst., 
and will state in reply that I was very much grieved to hear 
of your father’s death. He and I-were good friends when 
I used to ride for him. You were abroad in Europe when 
I was wearing the Leigh green and gold, and although we’ve 
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never met each other, I’ve heard your father speak of you 
often and feel that you and I will be friends, the same as 
he and I were. 

As you’ve inherited your father’s stables that grand old 
Blueboy is yours, if he’s alive and we can catch him. I’m 
tickled that you’ve decided to come out here and try to 
capture the horse. I’ve really got a strong hunch that this 
wanderer is your Blueboy horse and if he is it will certainly 
be wonderful to find him and lead him back to the paddock. 
I’d love to have a leg up again just once for old sake’s 
sake. 

Your offer to me of a half share in the horse, and in the 
colts, if any, is fine with me. So we'll go after them to- 
gether. I’ve got all the info I could get from this desert 
rat I wrote your father about, and know about where to go 
looking for this band of horses. It’ll be a tough trip, they 
say, but worth it, so come prepared to rough it. 

TVll meet you on the twenty-fifth inst., as you ask me to, 
and here’s the plan: I’ve already given my notice at the 
circus. I’m quitting on the twenty-fourth and will slip 
away without telling them where, because there are some 
other guys, I have my suspicions, who have heard about 
Blueboy, and may try to beat us to it. But I’ll bet the 
horse will know me, and that’s where you and I will have 
the best of it. 

We'll meet at a place called Coahuila Well, which is a 
waterhole in the desert. Ill be there with an outfit and 
grub, and here’s what you do. Get off the train at Sand- 
stone station, and from there it’s about twenty miles to this 
well I’m telling you about. I’m enclosing a chart which I’ve 
drawn showing you landmarks and compass directions, so 
_ you can’t miss it. You can buy a horse and grub and 
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whatever you need at Sandstone, and don’t forget plenty of 
water. And I wouldn’t talk to anybody about who you 
are and where you’re going. 

So unless I hear from you to the contrary I’ll be at Coa- 
huila Well waiting for you, or if you get there first, wait 
for me, and we'll strike out together. I’m enclosing a cir- 
cus route sheet, so you’ll know where to wire me any day if 
you change your plans, which I hope you won't. 

If he’s really Blueboy I wonder if he’s terribly wild? I 
bet he’ll know me. Well, unless I hear from you, Ill be 
at the meeting place on the day set, and so here’s to a lucky 
ride with old Blueboy at the end of it. 

Always yours 
Bitty BROMWELL. 


Jason finished reading the letter, and thoughtfully 
refolded the sheets of paper. He recalled that the 
boss hostler last night spoke of a Billy Bromwell, a 
one-time jockey, who had become a circus equestrian. 
The writer of this letter, of course, was the same man. 

As he was returning the letter to the jerkin pocket, 
a vague stirring of memory tried to tell Jason that he 
had met the jockey somewhere, at some time, and un- 
der circumstances that were not pleasant. He knitted 
his brows ruminatively, and recollection came to him 
in a revealing flash. 

In his mind’s eye he returned to the railway siding 
where the circus train stood last night, and he saw 
again the short, boyish figure of the little man with 
the big voice who had interfered so opportunely when 
the stranger, José, was rushing at him with a knife. 


DEAD MAN’S SHOES 39 


They had killed the intruder and fled, leaving Jason 
behind as a scapegoat to face the fury of the mob. 

Two of the circus men had run out from behind the 
train to bend over their fallen comrade, and one of 
them had shouted a name. At the time the name 
meant nothing to Jason, but it had stuck subcon- 
sciously with him, and now memory reéchoed to the 
circusman’s ugly yell: ‘“He’s murdered Billy Brom- 
well!” 

Jason pocketed the letter, and stood for a few sec- 
onds with brooding eyes looking down at the man who 
had reached the end of a long and futile journey. He 
and Billy Bromwell were to have met each other to-day 
at Coahuila Well, not three miles from here. They had 
made their plans joyously, with high hopes, but it was 
decreed that they never should see each other. Neither 
man would keep the rendezvous. 


CHAPTER V 
COAHUILA WELL 


Jason might have pondered at length and to no pur- 
pose upon the freak of chance that had entangled him 
in the fortunes of these other two men, who would have 
become partners had they ever got together. The 
death of one had made him a hunted fugitive; in dying 
the second unwittingly had given him his opportunity 
of escape. Fate worked in queer, inscrutable ways, 
and it was useless to try to understand. He sighed and 
shook his head, and turned away. 

The sand about the body showed a scuffled confusion 
of footprints, which the most skilled tracker would 
never be able to decipher. Jason glanced back and 
forth and satisfied himself that it would be impossible 
to disprove any story he elected to tell. 

As yet there was no sign of the pursuing party, but 
the three were certain to be along almost any time 
now. In the few moments left him, Jason searched 
about to see what else he could do to establish himself 
in his borrowed guise. He noticed the other man’s 
hat under the cactus, and after reconnoitering the 
ground for the dead rattler’s friends, he reached gin- 
gerly among the bristling plants and exchanged his bat- 
tered Stetson for the sharp peaked sombrero. | 


Normally the new hat would have been a size and a 
‘ 40 
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half too large for him, but there was still a swelling 
over the left ear where José had struck him, and for 
the present the band fitted exactly to measure. . The 
sombrero tilted over the bump on his head, giving a 
most rakish cast to his genial, sunburned face. 

While he had been making his alterations in cos- 
tume, the horse and the burro had worked their way 
back to the bottom of the gulley, and were standing to- 
gether a few paces away, watching him with critical 
attention, as though they might be studying the effect 
of his new headgear. 

He chirruped gently with his tongue, and sidled to- 
wards the horse, thinking that this time perhaps he 
might lay a hand on the bridle. ‘“You’ve lost your 
name,” he remarked soothingly, “but you can have an- 
other. From now on you're called—um—‘Stepchild.’ 
And if you’ll just stand a 

With his breath caught halfway back in his throat, 
he checked his speech and turned slowly to face a 
long, dark shadow that had fallen on the slope behind 
him. Lifting his glance, he saw an erect human figure 
stiffened in staring immobility on the top of the dune. 
A second or two later two other figures pushed up in 
stark outline against the coppery sky. 

For a prolonged interval, in which Jason felt his 
pulse jumping inordinately, he and the newcomers 
stood dumbly gazing at each other. Then altogether, 
without any seeming prearrangement of plan, the three 
men came plowing down the sandslide, to land in a 
dustcloud at the bottom. 
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Jason looked them over with a passive air, which he 
hoped covered any sign of inward quaking. 

The foremost of the three held an advantage of 
weight to carry him down first. He was a ruddy, 
beefy-faced individual, whose squat, bulging body 
carried too much heft for desert walking. An over~ 
hanging, straw-colored mustache puffed up and down 
on his lip as he breathed audibly through his mouth. 
On the lapel of. his vest he wore a tarnished metal 
badge, and Jason gathered that he was the leader of 
the posse, probably the county sheriff. 

The other two men were younger than their com- 
panion, and slighter in build. One was a tow headed 
stripling, with placid blue eyes; the other was pinch- 
faced and chinless, with protruding upper teeth, and 
an inquiring, squirrel-like visage. All three were 
coated from their hats to their shoes with white dust, 
and each carried a belted gun at his hip. 

_  “What’s this here?” demanded the stout leader be- 
tween breaths, blinking from Jason to the body in the 
sand. 

“The poor fellow was bit by a snake. He was dead 
when I got here a few minutes ago.” 

The stout officer shot a lowering glance at Jason’s , 
shoes, looked at the boots on the dead man’s feet, and | 
then turned with a moody scowl to view the pounded 
rattler. “Hum!” he muttered after a tense interlude. 
“Who is he?” 

“T never saw him before,” said Jason. 

“I’m Sheriff Daw,” volunteered the other. “We 
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were after a certain—” He left his sentence in the 
air and turned to say something in an undertone to his 
comrades. Then he lumbered forward and got down 
ponderously to examine the body on the ground. He 
felt the man’s wrist, touched his temples, and bent an 
ear to his chest to listen for heartbeats. This done, he 
inspected the high-heeled boots on the dead man’s feet, 
and then swung around with a casual eye to observe the 
line of bootprints that he and his deputies had fol- 
lowed over the dunes. Finally he got up puffing and 
dusted his hamlike hands. 

“Well,” he remarked, “he passed out quick. He 
couldn’t have been a half hour ahead of us. That 
reptile was a poisonous son-of-a-gun.” 

“Ts he dead?” asked the blond youth. 

“Dead as a mackerel. We had our morning saunter 
for nothing.” 

“He sure ain’t worth a hang to us now,” remarked 
the squirrel-toothed man, and guffawed as though he 
thought he had said something witty. 

Sheriff Daw stooped to take the revolver which Ja- 
son had recently strapped to the dead man’s waist. 
We snapped open the cylinder and ejected its car- 
tridges. Four of them carried lead; two were empty, 
blackened cases. ‘This one did for the circus fellow,” 
he said, exhibiting the first of the discharged shells. 
“He used this other when his horse broke its leg. So 
there you are! Only we don’t need the evidence now.” 

Reloading the revolver, the sheriff shoved it back in 
the holster, and peered with something like reproach 
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at the lifeless face before him. ‘Who is he? I don’t 
know. Let’s frisk him and find out.” 

As the officer reached forward with his big, delib- 
erate hands to search the dead man’s person, Jason felt 
a sudden chilly constriction in the region of his heart. 
He had been congratulating himself on the cunning of 
his imposture, and now he remembered that he was 
guilty of a serious oversight. In trading his coat for 
the suéde jerkin he had neglected to empty his o 
pockets. ; 

With his heart in his throat he looked on helplessly 
while the sheriff. stolidly set about his rummaging. 
One by one Jason saw his own effects brought to light, 
his watch and initialed silver match safe, his jack-knife 
and tobacco pouch and cherished briar pipe, and finally 
a little bundle of dog-eared papers. 

Jason recalled that there was nothing of particular 
import in the packet—just a lot of old receipts and bills 
of sale for horses and a few stray memoranda that a 
more orderly man would have thrown away long ago. 
Unfortunately his name was written on several of the 
sheets. 

Daw rustled through the papers, and finally refolded 
them and returned them to the pocket. ‘John Jason,” 
vouchsafed the sheriff. “Seems to me that I’ve heard 
that name, but I don’t just remember where. Any of 
you know who he is?” 

Both deputies denied acquaintance with any such 
person, and Jason kept discreetly silent. 
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“Well, whoever he is,” observed Daw, “there’s noth- 
ing we can do but give him over to the coroner, who'll 
bring in a verdict of death at the hands of a rattlesnake 
while flying from the law.” 

“What did he do?” asked Jason, staring glumly 
at the dead man. It had just occurred to him that 
this body would be buried in his identity, under his 
name, while he of necessity was reborn and rechristened 
this moment as somebody else. The prospect was gall- 
ing, but until he was ready to give up his life for the 
sake of a name, there was nothing he could do but 
acquiesce. He might find a grain of comfort, he tried 
to tell himself, in the thought that he had nobody on 
earth to care who he was or what he called him- 
self. 

“We left in the car as soon as we got word of the 
crime,” he heard the sheriff saying. “I don’t know 
how the affair started, or much of anything about it, 
except that he murdered a man in the circus back 
yonder.” 

Daw was down on his knees again, finishing his 
search. He found the roll of paper money and the 
other personal trinkets belonging to the dead man, 
which jason had restored to the trouser-pockets, but 
nothing else was discovered. 

After counting the bills, the sheriff stowed them for 
safe keeping in his own pocket, along with the watch 
and silver match case. Then for the first time he 

turned with undivided curiosity to face Jason. 


} 
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“And what are you doing here?” he asked. 

“T just happened to be passing, and naturally I 
stopped when I saw the body. I’m on my way to 
Coahuila Well.” 

“Coahuila Well? What are you going there for?” 

“There’s a man waiting—at least he wrote and prom- 
ised to be on hand. Said he knew where there were 
some race horses running wild in the hills. Here!” 
- Jason brought out Gregory Leigh’s letter. ‘‘This’ll ex~ 
plain easier than I can tell you about it.” 

The sheriff spread the sheets, and read, his lips 
moving as he spelled out the words to himself. As he 
delved deeper into the communication, his expression 
of owl-like erudition gave way gradually to a wide, 
clownish grin. “So you’re Gregory Leigh, the racing 
man, are you?” he exclaimed. “And you’re out chas~- 
ing runaway horses?” 

“Tf Blueboy’s alive,” said Jason truthfully, “I’d give 
almost anything I have to put a bit in his mouth.” 

“T’ve heard rumors about this blue stallion,” ad- 
mitted the officer, ‘“‘but that wouldn’t mean anything. 
Almost any kind of a weird yarn is apt to come from 
that devilish country where you're going.” He re- 
garded Jason with something of pity tingeing his amuse~ 
ment. ‘You’re a tenderfoot, I take it. Well, I want 
to tell you-—after you’ve gone over across the ragged 
edge, you’ll think somebody’s rubbed out the map on 
you. There’s an awful lot of country over there for a 
horse to get lost in, and most all of it’s bad.” 
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“At any rate, the jockey says he knows just where 
to look,” remarked Jason. 

“What jockey?” 

“The man who wrote this letter. He used to ride 
for the Leigh stables, but lately he’s been traveling 
with a circus. His name’s Billy Bromwell.” 

Jason eyed the sheriff sidewise as he mentioned the 
name, but Daw gave no sign of recognition. Evi- 
dently the officer had set forth last night on his man 
hunt without waiting to learn anything about the mur- 
dered man beyond the fact that he had belonged to the 
circus. 

“So you and this jock are going off alone to try to 
surround a loose race horse.’”’ Daw shook his head 
lugubriously. “‘For your own good I ought to put you 
two under restraint. If the law gave me any juris- 
diction over nuts, I’d sure do it.” 

Jason smiled serenely. His plan of escape was work- 
ing so well that he had not even found it necessary to 


' tell an untruth. The sheriff had swallowed all the 


- 


trumped-up evidence in sight, apparently without the 
faintest suspicion that the dead and the living were 
wearing each other’s shoes. 

“As long as you can’t stop me,” said Jason, “I 
might as well be on my way.” His intention was to 
shake the posse as soon as possible, and continue his 
trip to Coahuila Well. There, where water was to be 
obtained, he could rest through the heat of the day; 
that night he would strike off into the Southwest, and 
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next day he would be able to lose himself on the 
other side of the border. He would be safe from pur- 
suit then, even if the sheriff found out subsequently 
that he had been tricked. 

“Tf you won’t take good advice,” said Daw darkly, 
“why you'll just have to go on and learn for your- 
self. And you'll sure learn plenty before you see 
white folks again.” He dismissed the matter with a 
heavy shrug and turned to his two companions. 

“And here’s what we'll do, boys,” he informed them. 
“There’s no use of asking the coroner to come out here 
in this blazing pit. We’ll take the corpus back with 
us, and tell them at the inquest just how things were.” 

The squirrel-toothed deputy looked up aghast. 
“You mean tote ’im on our backs?” he demanded. 

The sheriff paid no attention to the interruption. 
“We could confiscate Mr. Leigh’s pony, if we wanted 
to,” he pursued reflectively, “but it wouldn’t be fair. 
He’s going to need his horse where he’s going. So 
here’s what we’ll do. Pete Dobson’s ranch is only 
about five miles beyond the next rise. We'll sling over 
there and borrow a horse off Pete. And then we'll fill 
our canteens, pick up the body on our way back, and 
then cross the dunes to where our car’s waiting.” 

He shifted a benign glance in Jason’s direction. ‘So 
you'll have the pleasure of our company, anyhow as far 
as Coahuila Well.” 

For an instant Jason may have looked a bit startled. 
He had counted on ridding himself of the sheriff’s 
party at once. On reflection, however, he decided that 
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it didn’t matter if they traveled with him for a few 
miles. On arriving at-the well he would pitch camp 
and sit down, pretending that he was waiting for Billy 
Bromwell. And he could wait without fear of betrayal, 
as long as the others stayed with him, knowing that 
the jockey would never come. 

“Glad to have you show me the way,” he said after 
the slightest pause. 

“Catch up your pony, then,” suggested Daw, “and 
let’s be sauntering on.” 

Having been presented with a riderless horse, as it 
were, by the sheriff of the county, Jason could do noth- 
ing less than accept the gift. He started forward at 
once with an air of supreme confidence. ‘Come on, 
Stepchild!” he invited. 

To his intense astonishment the fickle-minded horse 
stepped towards him to nibble at his outstretched hand. 

“Well, V’ll be—” he started to say, but broke off the 
expletive in time to save himself from explanations. 
His hand grasped the bridle rein and he turned in a 
matter-of-fact way to face the sheriff. And as he met 
the man’s amiable glance he was conscious of a sudden 
warm regard for the fat old dunderhead whose blunder- 
ing had saved the day. The least he could do to ex- 
press his gratitude was to spare the portly officer fur- 
ther tramping in the heated sand. 

“You being the oldest,you’re entitled to ride,” he 
said. 

Daw lifted his grizzled brows in a look of vast 
relief. “Now that’s what I call handsome,” he said, 
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“and as nature never intended me for walking, I don’t 
demur.” 

The sheriff forthwith hoisted his bulk into the saddle. 
Jason started the burro moving by pelting him with 
handfuls of sand. The deputies caught pace with him, 
and the united party continued their trip across the 
dunes. 

During the rest of the hot and parching journey Ja- 
son’s blistered feet served him as constant reminders of 
the sacrifice he had made in inviting the sheriff to ride. 
Fortunately the distance was not great, and he kept 
on with gritted teeth, trying hard not to limp. They 
pushed on slowly through the white glare, dipping 
across long, wind-swept hollows, laboring up the slopes 
of sand, driving the burro before them with missiles 
and abusive words. And eventually they gained the 
top of a high ridge, whence they looked down unex- 
pectedly upon a little valley, magically clothed in 
sweet, vivid greens. 

Daw pointed towards a thicket of brush and stunted 
trees. “The well’s in there,” he observed. 

“And somebody’s gone in ahead of us,’ remarked 
one of the deputies, indicating a line of hoof tracks 
slanting down across the hillside. 

“Maybe it’s Pete Dobson, cutting through on his 
way home—or else Mr. Leigh’s friend,’ suggested the 
other. “We'll go see.” 

They descended the slope and- passed in among the 
clumps of mesquite and greasewood. As they ad- 
‘vanced they caught a faint odor of smoke, and pres- 
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ently through an opening in the brush they had a 
glimpse of two grazing horses. 

With the sheriff riding ahead, they broke their way 
down to the screened basin at the bottom of the valley, 
where a cairn of crumbling sandstone had been piled 
up by desert Indians to form the lip of Coahuila Well. 

The sheriff dismounted and allowed his eager horse 
to join the burro at the drinking pool. Then, with 
his companions at his heels, he walked across the playa 
to investigate a hidden covert on the other side, where 
a column of smoke was rising. 

They passed quietly through the thicket, and in a 
glade-like opening beyond they came upon a camp fire. 
A small, slight-built figure was stooping over the fire, 
holding a sizzling frying pan. 

At the sound of footsteps the figure abruptly turned, 
and they saw that the camper was not a man, but a 
boy. He was a prepossessing-looking youngster, with 
delicately drawn features, bright blue eyes, and fresh, 
pink-tinted complexion. He wore a pair of well- 
fitting khaki breeches, a tan flannel shirt, open at the 
throat, and a stiff-brimmed hat, cocked at a jaunty 
angle on the back of his close-cropped head. Appar- 
ently he was not more than sixteen or seventeen years 
of age. 

For a moment he regarded the intruders in startled 
silence and then showed white teeth in an engaging 
smile. “Hello!” he said in a queerly soft and husky 
voice. 

“Hello yourself!” returned the sheriff. “Who are 
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you and what are you doing way off here all by your 
lonesome?” | 

“T’m waiting for a man who was to meet me here.” 
The boy looked gravely around the circle of faces, 
“Any of you happen to be Gregory Leigh?” 

Jason caught a short breath at the mention of the 
name, and stared tensely at the self-possessed young 
man. ‘Who are you?” he demanded. 

“T’m an ex-jockey,” was the quiet answer. “My 
name’s Billy Bromwell.” 


CHAPTER VI 
FELLOWS IN FRAUD 


As’ for the sheriff and his men, they assumed as a 
matter of course that the meeting was prearranged, and 
while they might be surprised at Bromwell’s seeming 
youth, there was nothing in the situation to invoke their 
curiosity. Jason, on the other hand, nearly betrayed 
himself by the look of vacuous wonderment on his face. 

He saw Daw point at him with a stubby thumb, and 
in something of a daze he heard the officer’s good- 


natured introduction: “This is your friend Leigh. 
We picked him up on the desert and brought him here 
to find you.” 


The boy regarded Jason with big, inquisitive eyes, 
hesitated for a moment, and then advanced impulsively 
to offer a small, sunburned hand. “Glad you got 
here,” he said. “I was worrying a little, thinking 
maybe something had held you up.” 

“No—came right through.” Jason shook hands 
mechanically, and for a moment could think of nothing 
else to say. 

“VYou’re telling us you’re a jockey?” asked the 
sheriff. “And you’re starting off with Mr. Leigh to 
hunt for lost race horses?” 

“Yes, I’m a jockey, but—” The boy looked reprov- 
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ingly at Jason. “Who told you anything about 
horses?” 

“Oh, I have ways of hearing things,” returned Daw. 
“But listen,” he pursued—“ain’t you a little young to 
have been a jockey, and to go perusing off into strange 
lands without parents or guardian?” 

“How old do you think I am?” asked the boy. 

“T’d say you were several years shy of being twenty.” 

“I’m twenty-four,” corrected the other mildly. 

“You don’t look it,” averred the sheriff. 

Bromwell revealed his teeth in a pleasant, off-hand 
laugh. “It’s part of my business to keep young- 
looking,” he said. 

“Umm,” mumbled the sheriff. It was clear that he 
thought the young man was stretching things a bit, but 
he let the matter pass. 

Jason, for his part, had paid little attention to the 
discussion. His bewildered thoughts were engaged 
with an enigma of much greater consequence than the 
question of anybody’s age. The real Billy Bromwell, 
as he had only too good cause to know, was lying dead 
in the little desert town, many miles away. This 
bright-faced stranger was an impostor. Whatever his 
age might be, he at least had arrived at years of suf- 
ficient discretion to carry off a borrowed rdle with the 
cool effrontery of a seasoned adventurer. 

The boy had come to Coahuila Well with the an- 
nounced intention of keeping an appointment with the 
owner of Blueboy, and no doubt he expected to accom- 
pany Leigh on his horse hunt, and share in any profits 
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that might accrue. Jason turned covertly to study the 
young man’s well-cut features, wondering if he were 
in any way involved in last night’s wanton murder. It 
seemed incredible that this frank-faced, engaging boy 
could have had part or parcel in that ugly affair. Yet 
he was playing an artful game of some sort, and ap- 
parently he had ferreted out Billy Bromwell’s plans, 
which, the ex-jockey declared in his letter, he had tried 
to keep secret. 

Jason must have been staring harder than he in- 
tended, for the boy swung around as abruptly as though 
his name had been called, to return the other’s level 
gaze. They faced each other in frank appraisal, and 
the boy’s clear eyes were calm and unabashed. Jason 
was the first to shift his glance. 

“How long you been here?” he asked gruffly, to 
cover up a moment of embarrassment. 

“About an hour,” was the answer. 

“T take it that you came straight from the circus 
train, following the southwest trail,” observed Sheriff 
Daw. 

“Yes. I left the village back there at three this 
morning.” 

Daw considered the statement for a moment, and 
nodded. ‘We traveled a long spell west before we. 
turned south across the sand,” he remarked. ‘You 
took the straight cut and missed most of the dunes. 
Yes, you could have beat us here easy, even if you 
hadn’t started ’till daylight.” 

The officer hitched up his belt, and turned with a 
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sigh to his deputies. ‘Well, we ain’t got any time for 
loitering,” he remarked. “If we can make it Id like 
to pull back into town by to-night. Let’s hike on to 
Pete’s and see what he’s got in the way of riding 
horses.” 

“So-long, you two,” he said, glancing from Jason to 
the young man who called himself Billy Bromwell. 
“T think you’re going off on a bootless chase, but it 
ain’t any of my business to teach people sense, so go 
ahead for all of me. Anyhow, I wish you luck.” 

He nodded amiably, and then, unslinging his empty 
canteen, he beckoned to his deputies and strode off 
through the brush towards the waterhole. Jason and 
the youthful stranger were left alone by the camp fire. 

“Had lunch?” asked the boy. 

“No—nor breakfast either.” 

“Y’m cooking coffee and bacon. I'll have it ready 
in a minute. We can talk while we’re eating.” 

Jason’s host squatted on his heels and held the fry- 
ing pan over the coals. “Say,” he asked, turning his 
head away from the smoke, “what’d you want to go 
telling our business to that man for?” 

“Sorry!” was the apologetic answer, “but he pumped 
it out of me. I don’t think there’s any harm done. 
He’s the sheriff.” fl 

“Well, maybe it’s all right,” conceded the other, 
prodding at the strips of bacon with a long-handled 
fork. ‘We'll be out of here in a half hour, on our 
way to the wild country, where nobody can interfere.” 
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“Yeh,” agreed Jason mechanically, looking rather 
startled. He had had it in mind to ride away as soon 
as the posse had passed safely out of hearing, but the 
thought just struck him that his program might not 
be so easy to carry out. Presuming himself to be 
Gregory Leigh, who had traveled more than two thou- 
sand miles to keep this appointment, it was bound to 
prove awkward to explain why he had changed his 
mind about the horse hunt at the last moment. 

“T can hardly wait to get started,’ his companion 
went on. ‘We'll have a tough trip, but it'll be fun 
in a way, and imagine how glorious if we should find 
Blueboy.” 

Jason said nothing for a moment, but stood pensive, 
looking at the fire, tempted by a suddenly conceived 
idea. Undoubtedly Blueboy had died long ago, but 
while there remained the shred of a chance that he 
might be alive, the prospect of such a quixotic, crack- 
brained hunt was thrilling. There was no reason why 
Jason shouldn’t go. Indeed, it seemed the wisest sort 
of plan to let matters take their course. He wasn’t 
out of danger yet, and ordinary discretion suggested 
the advisability of disappearing from civilization for a 
while, until the affair of the circus train might be for- 
gotten. Besides, he had never been into the country 
‘where the blue stallion was supposed to range, and to a 
man of his restless temperament the possibility of seeing 
new things was always alluring. 

He decided right there that as long as he was pre- 
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tending to be Gregory Leigh, he might as well take the 
game along with the name. If this boy intended to 
hunt horses, he would go along. 

There was amusement in his glance as he looked at 
the slim figure squatting before the cottonwood fire. 
A well mated pair of adventurers they were, he and 
this demure-faced youngster, who called himself a 
man: keeping a rendezvous in the place of two dead 
men, hoodwinking each other while they started off to- 
gether to chase will-o’-the-wisps in back of beyond. 
A while ago he had been ready to condemn his new 
found acquaintance for trickery and deceit if nothing 
worse, but now he was laughing inwardly at himself. 
Who was he to pass judgment? ‘The two of them, as- 
suming other people’s names, brought together by a 
freakish fortune, were comrades in fraud. They ought 
to be congenial associates. 

The frying bacon was curling crisply. Setting the — 
skillet on the ground, the boy broke a chunk of bread — 
in halves, brought two forks from his pack, and poured 
two cups of coffee. Then he sat down cross-legged, 
facing Jason, and they began their meal, forking their 
meat from the same pan. 

Jason regarded his companion whimsically above 
his steaming cup, accepting the fictitious terms of 
their odd acquaintanceship. He was in no position 
to question another’s alias, and if the boy wished to 
be known as “Billy Bromwell,” so he should be 
called. mult 

“See here, Billy,” he said, “before we start out I’d 
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like to know just how definite you are about where 
we're going.” 

The answer was a depreciating smile, revealing a row 
of milk white teeth and crinkling two silk-fringed, 
azure-blue eyes, which really were too prepossessing to 
belong to Billy Bromwell or any masculine namesake. 
“To be honest, Mr. Leigh, I can’t tell you within fifty 
or a hundred miles. We’ll have to do a lot of scout- 
ing.” 

“How do you get the ‘mister’?” asked Jason. “If 
we’re going to be partners you’d better start calling me 
‘Johnny’.” 

“Johnny?” Bromwell, or whoever the boy might be, 
appeared in his turn to be a trifle puzzled. “I thought 
it was Gregory. Or is Johnny a nickname?” 

“As far back as I can remember, my friends have 
called me ‘Johnny’. It’s just. one of those things. 
Funny how a thing like that follows you through life.” 

To make certain that there should be no suspicion of 
his not being the man he claimed to be, he produced 
the letter Gregory Leigh had received from the former 
jockey, and casually unfolded the sheets so that his 
companion might see. 

“You wrote that you knew where to find Blueboy,” 
te stated severely. “Here! ‘I know about where to 
go looking for this band of horses’,”’ he read. 

“About where’ to go.” Billy’s low-pitched voice 
stressed the qualifying word. “In a circle of a hun- 
dred miles, more or less. What did you think—that I 
had them fenced in a pasture?” 
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“Well, all right,” said Jason resignedly. “It'll be 
a long search, but luckily we both have our best years 
ahead of us.” He helped himself to some more bacon. 
“Tn a general way, though, where do we go?” 

Billy unbuttoned the pocket of his flannel shirt, and 
drew forth a square of note paper, creased across the 
middle. He opened the sheet, exhibiting a route map, 
sketched rudely in lead pencil. ‘The desert rat who 
saw the horses drew this. It shows the country as well 
as he could remember it.” He traced a line across the 
paper with a small, well-kept finger-nail. ‘Our path 
lies down this direction, and somewhere back of this 
range of mountains, the horses are said to be at large.” 

Jason put down his cup and drew over to his com- 
panion’s side, balancing himself on one knee as he 
looked at the chart. To gain a closer view, he dropped 
one arm over the boy’s shoulder and leaned forward 
against him. 

And then a singular thing happened. Instead of ac- 
cepting the light, comradely touch as a matter of 
course, Billy started, caught a quick breath, and shrank 
away. For an instant Jason’s hand was in contact 
with the skin of a soft, warm cheek, and then his mas- 
culine consciousness leapt to an amazing discovery, that 
checked his breathing and sent a strange tingling 
through his pulses. 

Almost at once Billy leaned back again, stiffly reso- 
lute, pressing against Jason’s arm, obviously bent on 
restoring the situation of a moment before. But it 


was too late. What had been could never be again. 
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Jason saw the telltale color flaming in his companion’s 
throat and face, and he gazed breathless, with some- 
thing almost like shyness. The truth was surging 
through him like a positive electric current. 

Billy was a woman. 


CHAPTER VII 
THE PURPLE SAGE 


Each went on pretending that nothing had taken 
place to change the man-to-man quality of their rela- 
tionship, and while Billy fumbled with the map, trac- 
ing lines with a pink-tipped forefinger, Jason looked on, 
asking random questions and acting as though he were 
listening to the answers. But he scarcely made sense 
of anything that was said. 

He regarded his small partner furtively, seeing with 
‘new vision the straight, pliant figure that yielded to 
grace with every move; observing the soft contours 
of cheek and lips and chin, the length of the curving 
dark lashes that shaded eyes of unfathomable blue, 
the velvety texture of the skin; hearing the pure ripple 
of a voice that tried ineffectually to make itself sound 
boyish; awakening to the presence of a vital and un- 
quenchable femininity. How he could have been so 
stupid or blind as to allow himself to be misled for a 
single instant, he could not imagine. 

His comrade’s name might be “Billy” or anything 
else, but from that moment she was “SHE” to him, and 
in his mind the little pronoun stood out in big and im- 
portant capitals. ; 


“The pass across this range of mountains is here,” 
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Billy was telling him smoothly. “The old prospector 
said it’s guarded on each side by a couple of granite 
pinnacles that look like crumpled steer’s horns.” 

“Ves?” he said, striving to keep his tone level. 
“And after that?” 

“We come out on the other side of the mountains, 
of course. And over there, in a rough wilderness of 
a country, where not many people go, except Indians, 
the prospector said he saw the horses.” 

“Tt isn’t likely they’ll be anywhere near the spot 
where he saw them, if he really did,” remarked Jason. 
“The wild bands range over great distances, I’m told.” 

“Certainly. We might be weeks or months on the 
trail. We might never find it. It’s only fair to fore- 
warn you. It isn’t too late to back out.” 

“T’m not thinking of backing out. Not now.” Ja- 
son’s mouth was sober, but a hint of a smile lurked be- 
hind his glance that boldly scrutinized his companion. 
“Ym just really beginning to get interested in this 
proposition.” 

Billy surveyed the man sidewise for an instant, from 
under half-lowered lashes, as though wondering what 
he might have meant by his speech. 

Jason feared for a moment that he had betrayed him- 
self. ‘Your chart gives us something to work on,” 
he hastened to add. “I admit I was a bit skeptical un- 
til now. But now—well, I’m rarin’ to go.” 

He stood up with a careless yawn, and stretched his 
lean body. In the future he would have to keep a 

careful guard on his speech and actions, or Billy would 
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be finding out that he knew she was nota man. ‘Their 
expedition together was possible only as long as he 
accepted her as Bromwell, the jockey. If she knew 
that he had discovered the truth about her, in all 
probability she would make an excuse not to go with 
him. He had suddenly found himself looking forward 
to the journey with enthusiasm, and if he could help 
it, nothing should happen to interfere. 

Seasoned travelers of the desert usually take a siesta 
during the mid-day hours, and Jason, who had not 
slept or rested in a day and a half, would have relished 
a chance to stretch out in the shade until the shadows 
lengthened. But he was anxious to break camp and 
get away before the sheriff came back that direction. 

“Tf you’re ready,” he suggested, “we might as well 
be starting.” 

“As soon as we wash the pan and repack,” Billy 
agreed. 

“How’re your horses?” asked Jason. 

“They were the best I could pick up in the town 
back there, but I guess they'll do. The roan Ill 
ride, and the gray I’m using for packing. I wish I 
could have got an English saddle, though; I’m more 
used to it.” 

“T’ve got an English saddle,” said Jason. “Trade 
you, if you like.” 

“What about you?” 

“Tt’s all one tome. Id just as soon have your stock 
saddle.” ’ 

Jason sauntered through the thicket and found 


THE PURPLE SAGE 65 


Stepchild browsing in the lush grass near the spring. 
The sheriff had had the foresight to leave the reins 
dangling, and this time he had no difficulty in catching 
the horse. He led the animal back to camp, uncinched 
the light saddle, and flung it at Billy’s feet. ‘There 
you are,” he said in an offhand way, as he would have 
spoken to another man. ‘Saddle up!” 

Without a moment’s hesitation Billy walked to the 
roan, slipped a bit in the horse’s mouth, and buckled 
the bridle. Then she picked up the English saddle, 
threw it on her mount’s back, and fastened the cinch. 
It was done quickly, with expert assurance. Who- 
ever she was, it was evident at least that she understood 
horses. 

Jason meanwhile grabbed the gray horse’s lead rope 
and led him over by the fire. He threw on the pack 
saddle, and saw to it that the cinches and latigoes 
were properly secured. Then, heaving up the packs, 
he nodded towards the hitch line, indicating that he 
expected his companion to fasten the lashings. 

Billy was willing enough, but her perplexed effort 
only succeeded in achieving a snarl of slipping loops. 
The man looked on for a moment, grinning. “What 
do you call that?” he demanded. 

“Tt started out to be the diamond hitch, didn’t it?” 

“Tf.it did, it didn’t get very far. Forget the dia- 
mond, and try the Lone Jack. It’s simpler. See 
here.” He wove the rope back and forth with a few 
deft twists of his hands, and the packs were on to stay. 

“T’ll try to remember in the future,” Billy promised. 
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“And by the way, where did you learn so much 
about it?” 

Jason had already decided that it was as well to 
have an understanding about such matters at the out- 
set. They were going into a far and dangerous 
country where two greenhorns would have a slim 
chance of surviving. One of them would have to have 
some skill in desertcraft. He might go on pretending 
to be another man, but he dared not pretend an igno- 
rance of things that could easily spell life or death. 

“Why shouldn’t I know about hitches?” he asked 
lightly. “Did you think I’d been sitting in Louisville 
all my life?” 

“Really, I didn’t know much about you,” Billy ad- 
mitted. “I knew Gregory Leigh, your father—but 
you were away from home at the time. I think I did 
hear that you were something of a globetrotter.” 

“Luckily some of my trotting was done in this 
country. I’ve taken hunting trips across the mesas 
and through the mountains, and I even worked on 
a ranch for a while.” He picked up a pair of 
well stuffed alforjas and hooked them over the saddle 
horns. 

“You mean to say you were going to take a chance on 
this deal with a man who might have turned out to be 
the rankest kind of a dude Easterner?” he demanded. 

“I knew of course that you’d be able to handle 
horses,” was the answer. ‘And I’m not so bad in that 
line myself. I figured we’d make out.” 

“There’s going to be a lot more than horse handling 
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to this proposition,” he remarked. “Don’t you forget 
that.” 

“T don’t mind admitting that I was willing to take a 
long chance for a half share in Blueboy,” Billy said. 
“And by the way,” she added, “I have your letter say- 


« ing that if anything happens to one of us, the survivor 


be 


takes everything. That still stands?” 

“You have it in black and white, haven’t you?” he 
said. “Sure it stands.” 

She crossed to the roan horse, adjusted a small foot 
to the stirrup, and swung lithely into the saddle. Her 
mount swerved sharply as he felt her weight, but she 
sat him with the ease of a young centaur. 

Certainly she spoke some truth when she said she was 
experienced with horses. Jason observed her crit- 
ically over Stepchild’s back while he was girthing up 
his own saddle. It was obvious to him that a horse- 
woman who was unfamiliar with the lashings of the 
Lone Jack, or even the Squaw’s Hitch, had not been 
brought up in the Southwest. Perhaps she was the 
daughter or sister of some racing man, and had learned 
to ride in the school of the paddock; or it might be that 
she was a circus equestrienne who had hit upon a 


_ daring scheme to share in the potential profits of Billy 


Bromwell’s horse hunt, after she had learned of the 
jockey’s death. 

There was no way at present of guessing who she was 
or whence she had come, and as far as Jason was 
concerned it didn’t especially matter. He was sure to 
learn more about her as time went on, and meanwhile 
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he was finding amusement in the droll game of make- 
believe which they were playing out between them. 

He threw his leg over the cantle of his saddle, and 
as his feet settled in the stirrups he produced a sack 
of tobacco and a package of rice papers. After he had 
rolled and lighted a cigarette he reached his hand 
towards his companion. “Want the makin’s?” 

“J don’t smoke,” said Billy. 

Jason nodded his approval. “Bully for you, my 
lad.. I’m hoping some day maybe you'll grow up from 
being a runt, and I’d sure hate to see you stunt 
yourself with smoking. Let’s get on.” 

Shaking out his reins, Jason headed Stepchild down 
through the thicket towards the drinking pool, but 
before the horse had taken half a dozen strides the 
roan was shoved up alongside him. 

“Listen here, Johnny!” said Billy’s softly purling 
voice. “Just because I’m not long and lank and an- 
gular is no reason why I’m not as good a man as you 
are—any day in the week.’ 

“Maybe a whole lot better,” agreed Jason pleasantly. 
“And I expect you’re going to get lots of chances to 
prove it.” He repressed a desire to laugh, and led the 
way across the sink to the edge of Coahuila Well. 

They allowed the animals to drink their fill, and in 
the meantime unstoppered all their canteens and 
dipped up a supply of water. The next known drink- 
ing place was miles distant, and after that they would 
have to depend on the far-scattered wells that the 
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desert rat had indicated sketchily on Billy’s route 
map. Jason had seen such charts before and knew 
how inaccurate they could be. But there were other 
ways of finding water if you knew how. 

As soon as the cans were repacked, Jason climbed 
back on his horse and goaded the laden burro into 
shambling activity. Billy remounted and fell in be- 
hind, and the pack horse trailed along at the rear of the 
procession. 

They pushed up to the crown of the hill to look off 
afar across a rolling expanse of country, baking under 
the sun, that merged in tints from dingy grays to dark, 
funereal purples. 

Billy stared across the vast reaches of landscape, 
and for an instant a shadow of doubt crossed her eyes. 
“Tt’s the purple color that makes it look so forbidding, 
I think,” she said. 

“The purple of crape you see knotted on doors of 
mourning,” said Jason. “It’s the blossoming of the 
sage. But the old-timers said that the color was chosen 
by Providence to warn all comers that death lies 
beyond.” 

Billy looked around, and quietly smiled. “All 
right,” she said. ‘“Let’s get-on.” 


CHAPTER VIII 
STRANGERS IN THE NIGHT 


Against the far reaches of the sky, stark and lonely, 
stood two bone white mountain peaks that in shape and 
appearance bore a singular resemblance to a pair of 
broken ram’s horns. These undoubtedly were the 
landmarks mentioned by the desert rat, and it should 
be somewhere between these sentinel pinnacles that 
they would find their footroad through the formidable 
nest of ranges beyond. 

In the clear, rarefied atmosphere the twin peaks 
struck the eye with such deceptive nearness that it 
seemed almost as though a shout might reach the 
barren slopes and echo back to the sender. But Jason 
knew that the first line of foothills were distant a hard 
day’s journey. His glance swept off to the broken sky- 
line, and then, without further speech, he clucked to his 
mount and set forward across the mesa. 

For several hours they traveled under the scorching 
sun in a silence that was broken only by the creaking 
of saddle leather and the endless thumping of hooves 
on the dusty earth. Time and again Jason found his 
eyes closing as he swayed to the movement of his 


horse. He wanted to sleep badly, but it was a con- 
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sideration for the lagging horses rather than his own 
need that finally prompted him to call a halt. 

They made their camp by a clump of greasewood, 
where faint patches of shade to some small measure 
relieved the breathless heat. They removed saddles 
and packs from the sweating animals, hobbled the 
horses, and allowed the droop-eared burro to wander off 
wherever he could find meager pasturage. 

Billy sat down by the packs, inclined to talk. 
“Doesn’t anybody ever come into this country?” she 
asked. “It gives you the ‘willies’ to look any direction 
and not see a living thing.” 

Jason unlaced his boots, and yawned, and stretched 
out full length under a nearby bush. 

“T’ve been wondering all day what it’s like on the 
other side of those mountains,” she went on. 

Without replying, Jason pulled his sombrero over 
his face and pillowed his head on his arm. 

“Do you suppose there are ranches or Indian vil- 
lages or anything?” 

He opened one eye to regard her from under the 
sheltering brim of his hat, and was about to make 
some polite answer; but he remembered drowsily that 
he was supposed to treat her asa man. “I’m trying to 
take a nap,” he said. “Shut up!” And with that he 
rolled over and went peacefully to sleep. 

When Jason awakened the stars were gleaming over- 
head in the cloudless sky, and a full moon drenched 
the landscape with a pallid light. The chill breath of 

the desert night was in his nostrils but singularly he 
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did not feel cold. He stirred indolently, and discov- 
ered that he was lying under the folds of a heavy 
blanket. 

With a sudden movement he sat up and looked 
anxiously about him. There was not a whisper of 
sound anywhere. Evidently he had been asleep for 
hours. In a depression of ground nearby, where the 
moonshine trickled through a greasewood clump, he 
saw a small figure curled up under a second blanket. 
He stood up, and moved forward to look down on 
Billy’s upturned face. 

The girl’s eyes were closed, her lips slightly parted, 
and he saw the gentle movement of her breathing. 
She was asleep. Her fine-drawn features were in re- 
pose, and the boyish impudence of her wakeful moods 
was lost in the wistfulness of a faint, unwitting smile. 
His glance softened as he leaned above her. He had 
been very rude to her before he dozed off a while ago, 
and she had retaliated with kindness by tucking him 
carefully under a warm covering when the evening 
grew cold. 

Taking care not to disturb her, he tiptoed away to 
gather several armfuls of greasewood stalks, with which 
he started a fire. He was rummaging in one of the | 
provision packs, intending to cook supper, when the 
shrill whinny of a horse wavered through the evening 
stillness. 

Instantly he dropped the things he had in his hands 
and stood up to gaze across the mesa. A short distance 
away he made out several motionless shapes, and on 
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going forward to investigate, he identified his own 
horses. The cry had come from this direction. He 
was about to go back to his fire, but as he turned he 
noticed that the animals were all facing the same way 
with their ears cocked inquiringly forward. He looked 
off into the moonlight and in a second or so the answer- 
ing nicker of an unseen horse carried to him across the 
plain. 

Jason walked back at once to awaken Billy and she 
sat up, shivering, with bewilderment in her eyes. 
“What is it?” she asked as her blanket slipped from 
her shoulders. “It’s cold!” she complained sleepily. 
“What makes it so cold?” 

“The air’s too rarefied to hold the warmth of the 
ground after sundown,” he said. “The desert nights 
are almost always chilly.” 

“What time is it?” asked the girl, stifling a yawn. 

He glanced at the gleaming constellations overhead. 
“Tt’s about eleven o’clock. There’s a horse coming 
this direction, and perhaps a man, or men.” 

“Whore” 7 
“Probably nobody much. Indians maybe. But 

you never can tell. it’s just as well to be awake if 
we’re receiving visitors.” 

“T’m sorry I lighted the fire,” he said in afterthought. 
“But there’s nothing to do now. If it’s anybody 
he’s seen the glow.” 

He walked a short distance up the slope and as he 
watched he discerned a number of dark objects moving 
on the edge of the sky. In wary silence he held his 
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position, and presently the approaching shadows re- 
solved themselves into horses. There were a dozen of 
them, perhaps. Some were riderless, he saw, several 
carried packs; others had men on their backs. 

The bunch came pounding over the slope, and some 
one suddenly hailed the fire. The voice was rough and 
challenging. 

“Come on in,” invited Jason. He had counted four 
riders, and so made a virtue of necessity. There were 
enough of them to stop if they pleased, with or without 
his leave. 

They arrived in a hovering group and halted on the 
hillside a short distance from the fire. Jason looked 
on with lowering brows, watching the riders check 
their mounts and snub up on the led horses. There 
was a needless amount of confusion as the horses milled 
around each other, snorting and kicking and straining 
at their ropes; but the men were needlessly brutal in 
the way they jerked on the bits and halters, and the 
animals soon got the idea that they were supposed to 
stop where they were and stand reasonably quiet. One 
by one the riders dismounted and strolled over towards 
the fire. 

Jason didn’t like the looks of the first comer. He 
was a tall, swaggering person, who wore his wide- 
brimmed hat tilted far over one eye and clicked his 
big roweled spurs as he walked. “What you doing 
here, hombre?” he wanted to know, and there was 
something in his arrogant tone to convey the thought 
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that if he didn’t approve of what Jason was doing he’d 
quickly put an end to it. 

Jason said nothing, and glanced towards the other 
strangers. One was short and dumpy, with long, ape- 
like arms swinging almost to his knees. The third 
also was of medium stature, but he was built on trim 
lines, and there was something lithe and gentle-footed 
in his manner of walking that made one think of a 
cougar’s stealthy gliding. The fourth member of the 
party was a woman. 

At that moment Jason paid no particular attention 
to the woman, save only to notice that her face was 
partly covered by a Mexican serape, which was drawn 
over her shoulder and tucked under one arm. The 
men were clad in well-worn leather chaps and flannel 
shirts, with gay silk handkerchiefs knotted about their 
necks. Jason watched them circumspectly, with his 
hand on his hip where his revolver might have been. 

The intruders came within the radius of the firelight. 
The first man was swarthy and aquiline featured, with 
a pointed black mustache and somber gleaming eyes. 
His face was unpleasantly familiar, but for the moment 
Jason could not recall where they had met. He looked 
towards the shorter man, whose small, bullet-shaped 
head seemed grotesquely out of proportion with the 
massive shoulders that supported it. And in a flash 
he remembered. 

They were the gang who had started the row last 
night behind the circus train: José, with his knife; 
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the stumpy ruffian whom Jason had knocked down; 
the man with steel fingers who had jumped in from 
behind. Jason knew the three of them. They were 
the outfit who shot Billy Bromwell. 


CHAPTER IX 
THE BUG HERDER 


Whoever builds a camp fire in the desert becomes 
for the time being the proprietor of the ground on 
which he sits, and he is bound by ancient custom to 
welcome without question any guest who happens to 
show up. There are always daring men here and 
there roaming the great wastelands, and as a matter of 
selfish foresight, if not through brotherhood or human- 
ity, they have learned the need of standing together, 
ready to share with one another their last crust and 
their last swig of water. The host who divides his 
bread and drink to-day may so easily become to- 
motrow’s thirsty, famishing wanderer. 

It would be a strangely churlish person who refused 
the hospitality of his fire to unexpected company, and 
Jason did not dare affront these men or allow them to 
suppose that they were not wanted. They did not 
wait for any invitation, however, but came stamping in 
to take possession of the camp. 

Jason had pulled his hat down over his forehead, 
and was certain for the present that he was not recog- 
nized. “I’m just making coffee,’ he remarked. 
“What do you say?” 

“Coffee, hell!” grunted the stocky man. “But if 
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you’ve got any rattlesnake medicine you can trot it 
out.” 

“Go easy, Brick,’ advised the cougar-footed man 
with a sour smile. 4s 

“Sorry,” said Jason mildly, “but I don’t happen to 
have any booze with me.” 

“I’m going easy enough, Martin,” said the man 
called Brick. ‘You couldn’t hardly expect a couple of 
rumdums to have the gumption to bring hootch along.” 

Jason bit his tongue and said nothing, but he was 
finding it very hard to conceal his fast mounting 
resentment. 

The woman lingered furtively in the background, 
but the three men grouped themselves about the fire, 
measuring Billy and Jason with hard, insolent eyes. 
Jason returned their glances coolly enough trying to 
reckon the trouble-making potentialities of each in 
turn, managing somehow to keep his anger in check. 

They were an ill-favored lot: José, the sleek Mex- 
ican, with a livid scar cutting his upper lip, which gave 
his dark visage an expression of perpetual leering; 
“Brick,” whose nickname evidently derived from the 
color of his hair and untidy stubble of beard; the man 
called Martin, who moved so softly, whose thin lips 
smiled with such quiet irony. Jason looked the three 
over and knew instinctively that Martin was the one 
who told them where to go and what to do. 

“What are you doing so far from home, amigos?” 
inquired José suavely. 
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“That’s it,” put in “Brick.” ‘What’s your business 
here, Buddy?” 

“And why do you ask?” 

“I’m asking. That’s enough, ain’t it? Well, hurry 
up with it. What do you want around here?” 

For a moment Jason gave back the other’s stare, 
and did not trust himself to speak. His hands were 
clenched, and he dug his nails in the flesh, fighting to 
keep his self-control. He had planted his fist in this 
man’s jaw last night, at the place where the roll of 
red, freckled skin bulged over his chin bone; and he 
was measuring the distance to the same spot, thinking 
how he would enjoy doing it again. Had he been alone 
he would have indulged himself with just one wallop 
and let the consequences go hang; but there was Billy 
on the other side of the fire, watching with big, round 
eyes—not afraid, by the look of her—but little and 
helpless, nevertheless. He must be careful for Billy’s 
sake. 

“Why, there’s no secret about our plans,” he said 
and even succeeded in smiling. ‘We’re looking around 
a little, thinking maybe we’ll start us a ranch.” 

“A ranch?” asked Martin with an incredulous drawl. 
‘Away off here in this barren country?” 

“That’s the idea,” said Jason. “There’s so much 
unoccupied ground it gives us plenty of room to 
range in.” 

“What sort of a ranch?” inquired José. ‘Horses. 
perhaps?” 
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“No, not horses. Nor cows, either. There’s no 
money in cows any more.” 

“What then?” demanded Brick. 

Jason surveyed the man with a malicious gleam in 
his eyes. ‘‘Bugs!” he said. 

“What?” ejaculated Brick, glowering, apparently not 
quite certain that he had heard correctly. 

“Insects,” Jason explained. ‘You use ’em to make 
chicken food out of.” 

Martin’s lips twisted in a faintly mocking grin. “It 
sounds interesting,” he said. ‘Tell us more about it?” 

“Did you ever hear of the Poulterers’ Briquette and 
Biscuit Company Amalgamated?” asked Jason, ad- 
dressing himself strictly to the red headed man. 

“No, and you haven’t either,” was the surly reply. 

“Tt’s a new organization,” pursued Jason. ‘Their 
main plant is in San Francisco, but their market covers 
the entire country. They gather bugs of all kinds, 
press them into cakes, which are sold to poultry raisers. 
You know how chickens thrive on insects—like ’em 
better than cracked corn. If you’ve ever been in a 
poultry yard you’d have noticed how quick a hen’ll 
leave the feeding box to chase a wasp or a butterfly. 
Well, these cakes are simply dessicated and compressed 
bugs—bugs of all kinds—much cheaper than grain, 
better for the chickens—good egg-making food, too. 
Tl bet you that in a year from now every poultry 
fancier in the United States will be feeding nothing 
but bug-briquettes.” 

Jason had grown bland and persuasive, and an art- 
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less enthusiasm enlivened his face. If he had been a 
salesman for his newly invented bug company, he 
could not have tried harder to convince his man. He 
would have liked to punch this bully’s jaw, but being 
denied that pleasure there was a small satisfaction at 
least in making mock of him before his companions. 

Brick’s dull-witted face was a study in conflicting 
thoughts. It was evident that he half believed, and 
yet his small, shifty eyes were watching suspiciously, 
alert to catch the first hint of derision in Jason’s 
manner. 

“T don’t know nothin’ about chickens,” he admitted 
after a dubious pause. 

“There ought to be big money in this bugs amalga- 
mated business,” said the sardonic Martin, who seemed 
to be willing to help the fable along. “But I don’t 
just see where you come in.” 

“Oh, the farm, or ranch, or whatever you’d call it. 
Well, it’s just an idea of ours; but we’re willing to 
invest a few hundred dollars in the proposition.” 
Jason uncorked one of the canteens, filled his coffee 
pot and set it by the fire to boil. When he stood up 
again he noticed that the woman in the serape had 
sidled forward to join the group. 

He looked at her in passing, and saw that she was 
young and quite pretty—a sloe-eyed, olive-skinned 
girl—Mexican or Indian, he couldn’t quite tell which 
in the wavering light. She stood bashfully behind 
José. Presumably she belonged to the Mexican— 
his wife, perhaps. 
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“You mean there’d be regular money catching 
bugs?” broke in Brick, unable to let well enough alone. 
He appealed to Martin. “Could you sell ’em, d’y 
suppose?” 

“T never sold any. But I wouldn’t say you couldn't. 
There are new businesses springing up all the time, 
with millions in them.” 

Brick turned back to Jason. ‘How do you reckon 
to go about it?” he asked. 

“TI suppose you’ve noticed how many bugs there 
are loose here around the desert—beetles and moths 
and hoppers and locusts—all that sort. I guess you’ve 
also noticed the way bugs hang around any sort of light. 
Well, I was figuring on getting me a battery of search- 
lights, eight or ten maybe, and turn the shafts off 
across the desert. You can see what'll happen. 
Those bugs’ll come crowding in droves to get in those 
beams of light. Anyhow, that’s what we’re counting 
on them to do.” 

“T guess they would, all right,” agreed Martin. 

“Well, when they do,’ Jason went on soberly— 
“when they’re just stampeding to get into those search- 
lights, why we take nets and walk up the beams. And 
we have screened-in wagons driving alongside us to 
catch the cargo as the nets are filled.” 

Jason’s pot had started to boil, and he stooped to 
measure coffee out of a sack. He looked up inno- 
cently, as he balanced on his heels. “Of course it’s 
just an experiment,” he conceded. “I wouldn’t want 
to urge anybody else to go into the business—leastwise 
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not until after we’ve tried it out. We may get stuck 
for every nickel we put into nets and searchlights. 
But we’re willing to take the chance ourselves. We’re 
what you would call pioneers.” 

Brick was silent for a moment as he stood wrinkling 
his receding forehead, computing something it would 
seem. At last he shook his head. ‘They ain’t thick 
enough,” he objected. “There wouldn’t be enough 
bugs in any given territory to make it worth your 
while.” 

Jason put the lid on the coffee pot and stood up 
again. He happened to meet Billy’s glance as she 
faced him from the other side of the fire, but he 
turned away hastily, without responding to the look of 
wicked delight she flashed him with her eyes. 

“That’s where our job comes in,” he told Brick 
earnestly. ‘We’ve got to breed ’em. Take a hen 
June bug, for instance. She lays three billion and 
some odd eggs. I haven’t got the exact figures with 
me, but say a round three billion. Let’s say further 
that half of these hatch out to be hens, or whatever 
you call ’em, and these billion, five hundred million 
June pullets set on three billion eggs apiece, and 
then the children and the children’s children—the 
mavericks!” 

He stopped with an expressive gesture as though 
he were appalled by the staggering total. 

“Why,” he added in a deeply impressive voice, “I 
knew a rancher who started out with a single pair of 
_ June bugs, and in less than a year’s time his herd 
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had crowded him clear over across the state line.’ 

He started to move away, but checked himself, and 
swung back in afterthought before Brick’s slow- 
functioning mind had quite grasped the enormity of the 
hoax that had been played out for his benefit. “If 
you ever need a job, come to me,” said Jason. “You 
have the appearance of a high-grade bug herder. 
There’s an old saying—lI’ve heard it some place—it 
takes an insect to catch an insect!” 

For the first time Jason allowed himself to smile. 
“And the next time you want to know my business,” 
he finished in a silky drawl, “just ask me in a big, 
blustery voice, and Ill tell you some more about 
1h” 

Martin snickered outright, and even the saturnine 
José displayed his teeth in a lop-sided grin. Brick 
glanced from one to the other and realized that he 
had become the butt of his comrades’ mirth. His 
slack lips suddenly drew apart, his shoulders hunched 
up in two big knots, and he faced about furiously to 
settle with the man who had ridiculed him. 

But before anything actually happened, the watchful 
Martin intervened. He gripped Brick’s fist and 
yanked him backwards with such force that the heavy 
wristbone cracked. 

“You asked for it, and got it,’ he remarked con- 
temptuously. “The boy took you for a sleigh ride— 
you thick-headed dub!. Now lay off!” 

For a moment or two the issue hung in the balance. 
Brick’s gross face was bloated with rage, and his big 
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arm strained to loosen the hold of the restraining 
fingers. “Le’go!” he snarled. 

Martin laughed and released his grip. “Sure,” he 
said and with a negligent movement he stepped aside. 

The way was open. Brick might have crashed for- 
ward with swinging fists, had he dared. But there was 
something in Martin’s frosty gaze to chill the atmos- 
phere. Jason stood behind the slighter man and could 
not see his eyes, but even he felt the warning pass 
between glance and glance, like blighting current. 
Brick tried for a moment to out-face the deadly 
scrutiny, but he was cowed at the outset, before he 
could summon up a spark of bravado to see him 
through. 

He winked his red-rimmed eyes a couple of times, 
as though to get things back into proper focus, and his 
mouth slipped into an unlovely grin, which affected to 
be careless and vaunting. 

“Me swallow that stuff!” he vapored. “Bugs, heh? 
I was takin’ this cuckoo for a ride, an’ he didn’t know 
aT 

Martin looked around at Jason, his face lined with 
hard humor. “If the invite still stands,” he said, 
“you might give me and José and little Nell here a cup 
of coffee. And Brick, he says he don’t want any.” 

Jason walked off to the piled saddles to find tin 
cups, humming gently to himself: 


Ho, ho for the merry month of May! 
When daisies nod together! 
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Also ho ho, for the wintry snow; 
Oh, how I do love weather! 


He returned to the fire, clinking his cups and 
filled them from the bubbling pot. There was no hint 
of guile in his face, but he could not help chuckling 
inwardly. His stratagem had worked. He had set 
out deliberately to enlist a couple of allies, and had won 
them over by making a laughing stock of their com- 
rade. The three of them shared the joke, and for the 
present the sullen Brick was the rank outsider. If 
Jason could hold matters on a jesting plane for a while 
longer, nothing was to be feared. He only hoped that 
his unwelcome guests would drink their fill before long 
and move on. 

“Do you know where the next water is?” asked 
Martin as he took a cup and sipped with salamander- 
like indifference at its scalding contents. 

“Over there some place, beyond the two-pronged 
mountains. There’s supposed to be a spring, maybe 
ten miles farther on. But it’s only hearsay with me. 
I’ve never been there.” 

Brick had moved off to the edge of the circle, to herd 
by himself in a fit of the sulks. Nobody paid any 
attention to him and he was left to recover his temper 
by himself, if he pleased, or to go on nourishing his 
ugly mood. It was all the same to his friends. 

“We thought we’d go take a look-see on the other 
side of the ranges,” Martin went on toremark. “Just 
wondering what it was like over yonder.” 
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“We're out for a sort of look around ourselves,” said 
Jason. He was conscious that Martin’s deep-set eyes 
were busy as he talked, taking in details of the camp 
equipment, sizing up Jason and his partner with some- 
thing more than idle curiosity. 

“Prospecting?” asked Martin with a politeness that 
thinly veiled his inquisitiveness. 

“Sure. We're always looking for the color.” 
Jason answered the question, but his mind and the 
corners of his eyes were engaged elsewhere. Brick 
had left off his evil brooding for the moment and had 
turned his ill-humored regard in Billy’s direction. 

Jason’s muscles tensed slightly as he saw the man 
staring at the girl in insolent appraisal. 

“T don’t notice any picks or wash pans in your out- 
fit,” observed Martin in his mild voice. “Maybe 
you're not after gold just at this minute?” 

“Maybe not,” agreed Jason without any sense of 
what he was saying. Brick had sauntered to the edge 
of the fire and was standing over Billy, looking her up 
and down. 

“And where do you come from, honeyboy?” de- 
manded Brick suddenly.” 

Billy caught a sharp breath and attempted to move 
away, but Brick promptly thrust his bulk in front 
of her. 

“Ain’t he a pretty kid now?” taunted the bully. 
“Stand still, Bub, while we feel your muscle.” 

Billy shrank backwards, a dull crimson slowly 
suffusing her throat and cheeks. 
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With a leisurely movement Brick reached forth and 
caught the girl under the chin. ‘“Let’s look at you, 
honeyboy! You’re so pretty I could almost kiss you.” 

Jason heard Billy’s stifled gasp, saw her flinch from 
the big red paw that had gripped her chin, and in that 
instant he lost all sense of discretion. A flaming, 
ungovernable rage surged through him. He stepped 
forward, and planted his fist accurately into the roll of 
freckled flesh that padded Brick’s jawbone. 

There was a sound of a sledgehammer’s thump, 
the man’s feet quitted the ground, and he went sprawl- 
ing backwards to land on his shoulders and neck in the 
middle of the camp fire. 


CHAPTER X 
SHOOTING BUSINESS 


Jason did not look like a hard hitter. He was tall 
and rangy in build, and he seemed so easy going in his 
movements. But appearances are sometimes decep- 
tive. There were steel and whipcord in his tapering 
shoulders and the muscles of his long-reaching arm. 
All his pent-up feelings exploded behind the blow, and 
the release was as spontaneous as the discharge of 
a gun. He struck hard and straight and for a second 
or two after his man dropped he feared that he had 
broken his hand. 

Brick for his part also proved himself a better man 
than anyone would have suspected from the look of 
his flabby body and mottled, dissipated face. In fact, 

_from that moment, he might have styled himself as 
“the iron-jawed wonder.” He went down flat, but he 
was not “out.” The instant he landed in the fire 
he set up a bellowing that desecrated the peace of the 
_ beautiful, star-lit night. 

Sparks and embers flew all directions. The hissing 
pot overturned. There were faint crackling sounds, 
and a queer, scorching odor drifted up from the fire. 

Brick rolled over on his hands and knees, coughing 


and yelling in the same breath, collected his flailing 
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members and somehow stumbled to his feet. Fran- 
tically he beat the sparks out of his hair and shirt collar 
and slapped hot coffee grounds from his face. He 
reminded Jason of a blundering bear that had clawed 
open a treeful of bees. His expression might have 
seemed almost ludicrous, had it not been for the diabol- 
ical frenzy that distorted his mouth and swelled the 
veins of his forehead. 

Tenderly rubbing his throbbing knuckles, Jason 
stole a sidewise glance at the other two men. His 
face sobered at once. 

The situation had lost its elements of farce. A 
moment or so before, José and Martin had been ready 
to laugh with the stranger at the expense of their 
comrade. They were not laughing now. 

The Mexican’s cruel lips were drawn tightly over his 
teeth, his brows slanted together in a thin, menacing 
line, and he swayed slightly on his feet, like a leashed 
animal awaiting the word, while his flexible fingers 
slowly closed over the hilt of his belted knife. 

As the acid smile was erased from Martin’s face, 

so had vanished all trace of his mocking politeness. 
He stood unmasked, ruthless and evil-visaged, fixing 
Jason with hard, hostile eyes. 
_ Jason realized with a chilling sense of fatality that 
his recklessness was likely to cost him and Billy their 
lives. This was a shooting matter, and Martin and 
José were ready to back up their friend. 

The half-blinded Brick was rubbing the smoke and 
heat-fumes out of his eyes, while he shouted horrible, 
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slavering words. “I'll kill ’em!” he shrieked. “T’ll 
bleed *em—I’ll murder ’em!” 

Jason saw the man’s hand fumbling towards his re- 
volver holster, and with a lightning movement he 
reached forward and caught Billy’s arm. Before the 
dazed girl could know what he was about he dragged 
her to his side and pushed, or rather flung her to the 
ground behind the saddle packs. There she might 
crouch safely for a moment or two at least, out of 
range of the first bullets. 

Martin and the Mexican had not drawn their 
weapons, and evidently proposed to let their comrade 
handle the game in his own way. For the moment 
they were merely standing by, not to see fair play, 
but to make certain that Jason should not strike first. 
It was to be murder—nothing less. 

Jason carried no side-arms. He had left his revol- 
ver strapped on the hip of a dead man in the distant 
sandhills, The only weapon he had brought along 
was a carbine which he found in Gregory Leigh’s hol- 
ster. The gun was on the pile of packs, but, without 
looking behind him, he knew where to lay his hand on 
it. He let his arm swing backwards, and his fingers 
touched the rifle-stock. 

He felt the impelling of a cold and deadly resolve 
as brain and eyes and nerves steadied for their work. 
There could be no drawing back or temporizing now. 
He was about to jerk the carbine from its sheath and 
start shooting. ... 

But before he was given a chance to act, before any 
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man of the four could budge or find time even to think, a 
voice spoke up from the outer shadows, cutting into the 
overcharged silence as suddenly and unexpectedly as a 
miraculous sending 

“Tf anybody starts anything, just count me in too,” 
said an invisible someone, speaking dispassionately. and 
very distinctly from somewhere igre the nearest 
greasewood clump. 

Martin and José about-faced as abruptly as though 
they were yanked on strings and they stood staring, 
with jaws agape, limp and uncertain in attitude, ut- 
terly at loss to guess what it all meant. Jason’s pri- 
vate sensations were wandering and rather vacant as 
he tumbled from the emotional heights. His hand left 
the carbine butt and he waited irresolute, winking his 
eyes as he gazed blankly at the thicket where the 
intruder seemed to be hiding. 

Brick alone failed to hear. Or else he was too 
crazed with anger to heed interruptions. His excite- 
ment made him clumsy with his hands; but he had 
succeeded at last in unfastening the flap of his holster 
and he now was trying to tug his gun free. 

“Y’ve got a bead on one of you,” announced the 
voice in the thicket. The intruder—whoever he was— 
spoke quietly, but there was no mistaking his inten- 
tions. “If anybody wants to gamble on which one 
I’m aiming at, why go ahead and find out,” he went on 
grimly. “The odds are fair for any of you—one to 
three shot.” 

Brick by this time had his revolver in hand, but as 
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he peered around drunkenly, looking for Jason, Martin 
sprang at him, gripped his arm and wrenched the 
weapon from his fingers. 

“You fool!” Martin hissed. “Do you want one of 
us picked off?” 

“T wanna get ’em!” pleaded Brick, almost blubbering 
with thwarted fury and the pain of his blistered skin. 

Martin “broke” the revolver, snapped the cartridges 
from the cylinder, and thrust the empty weapon back 
into his comrade’s holster., 

And after a moment’s reflection, Brick decided to 
let it go at that. Martin was only circumspect; but 
Brick was a coward. The bully’s brain had cleared 
sufficiently for him to understand that an armed man 
was crouching in the thicket behind him, ready to 
plug him. Under the circumstances it was possible 
for his valor to cool off rapidly . 

“You don’t want the bet, I take it,” said the man 
in the bushes. 

“No thanks!” returned Martin with his twisted, 
mirthless grin. 

“Tf the bets are off,” observed the unseen man, “I 
don’t mind tipping off the parlay. The first ticket 
was written for the plug-ugly who mismanages his gun; 
you were in the second money, and your friend, the 
morbid Mexican was to finish last. I expect I’d have 
got all three of you.” 

None of the subdued trio disputed the confident as- 
sertion. ‘Who are you?” asked Martin after an in-- 

terval of constraint. 
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The invisible man laughed. ‘Come and find out,” 
he invited. 

“Nothing doing! I’m not that anxious to look at 
you.” 

“In which case, I suppose you'll be moving on, 
won’t you?” suggested the pleasant-voiced stranger— 
“almost right away?” 

Martin glanced at his companions, and reluctantly 
nodded. “Oh yes,” he agreed with a shrug; “we have 
no time to be hanging around here. We're in a good 
deal of a hurry to be traveling.” 

“Come on!” he wound up, speaking in a lower tone 
and scarcely moving his lips. ‘“There’s no sugar for 
us in this business—not here or now. We'll beat it.” 

“Tt is for the best,” agreed José. His envenomed 
glance shifted in Jason’s direction. ‘But we shall 
meet again one day.” 

“When there’s nobody hiding behind us in the 
bushes,” Martin prophesied. 

Brick shuffled forward to glower at Jason. “The 
next time you're goin’ to get so full of lead you'll 
bust through your hearse,’’ he stated. 

José had stalked away, and Martin followed him. 
Brick suddenly discovered that his comrades were 
leaving, and he turned with a harsh breath to slouch 
off behind them. The dark-faced girl lingered for 
a second or two longer. She lifted her long lashes, 
gazing furtively from Jason to Billy. Then she twisted 
her serape closer about her chin, turned swiftly without 
speaking, and followed the three men. 
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From the neighboring hillside was heard a snorting 
and stamping as the departing group caught up their 
horses. Jason waited alertly, on the look-out for 
stratagems. But apparently the intruders had enough 
for the present. Watching in the moonlight, he saw 
dark figures swinging into the saddles. There was 
a quick pounding of hooves as the pack train started 
to move, and a moment later the unwelcome visitors 
went trotting off across the silvery shining mesa. 


CHAPTER XI 
CAPPY KIDD 


The man in the greasewoods did not show himself 
until the sound of hoof-beats had dwindled in the dis- 
tance. When he finally emerged from the shadows, 
however, he sauntered down the slope as nonchalantly 
as a frequently-met friend who just happens to drop 
around for a neighborly visit. 

He was a chunky-shaped man, thick-set through 
thighs and shoulders, but with an incurving waistline 
that betokened a punctilious regularity in his daily ex- 
ercises. In stature he had only an inch or two the best 
of Billy, who stood a trifle less in height than the aver- 
age woman. His face was round and good-humored, 
and he wore a neatly cut mustache which he carried 
with back-tilted head, as though he were juggling it on 
his short upper lip. 

As he approached the smoldering fire he showed 
Jason his revolver, which was the biggest, longest- 
barreled .45 model that the manufacturers sell. “Do 
you know,” he declared, “I hardly know which end of 
this thing is the shooting end. It’s lucky for me that 
those highbinders didn’t.call my bluff, or I might have 
‘shot my own eye out.” 

“If you'd been Hair-trigger Hank himself,” Ja- 
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son complimented him, “‘you could have done no more 
than you did. Thanks a lot.” 

“T was Johnny-on-the-spot, wasn’t I?” chuckled the. 
stranger. “But honestly, didn’t you hear those bushes 
trembling like a blizzard had blown up? Well, that 
was where I was sitting. I’m scared of the noise when 
a gun goes off.” 

“And how did you chance to find the place at just 
this particular date?” asked Jason, observing the man 
with growing approval. 

“T was riding along in the moonlight, enjoying the 
country, when I happened to look off this way and saw 
acamp fire. I felt sort of sociable at the moment and 
thought I might as well stop by and say hello to who- 
ever’d built the fire: I’ve heard though that the people 
out here aren’t always any too reliable, so I said I'd bet- 
ter have one peek before I get friendly. So I parked 
my horses back yonder and came up on my gumshoes 
to squint through the bushes. I saw three men pick- 
ing on one man and a boy. So I knew where I be- 
longed. I’ve always voted the minority ticket.” 

“Again I thank you,” said Jason. He glanced 
around to see that Billy had moved forward to stand 
at the edge of the smothered fire. She was watching 
the newcomer with a half-smile on her curving lips, 

her eyes luminous with interest. 
_ “This is my partner, Billy Bromwell,” said Jason. 
“My mail is addressed to ‘Gregory Leigh,’ but if you 
don’t want to be so formal, I’ll answer to ‘Johnny.’ ” 

“I haven’t my visiting card with me,” said the 


98 THE RUNAWAY TRAIL 


stranger, “so you’ll have to take my word for it that my 
name’s Tom Kidd. They call me ‘Cappy’ for short. 
I’m from. New York.” 

Jason regarded the man quizzically. “Names don’t 
mean a thing out here in this country,” he remarked 
at length with a slight lift of one eyebrow. “Been 
here long?” 

“No. Only a few days.” The young man coughed 
faintly and thumped his broad chest. “My doctor told 
me I’ve been breathing too much subway dust, so he 
sent me out here to the desert where the air’s pure and 
plentiful. I’m just prowling around in the big He- 
spaces, where you can tell men and women apart.” 

Jason nodded gravely. The stranger had a decidedly 
healthy look about him. It did not seem at all likely 
that he was condemned by any doctor’s orders to wan- 
der alone into this bleak, uninhabited land. But if 
that were his story Jason had no intention of even hint- 
ing at skepticism. He himself was traveling under false 
pretenses and in fairness he could do nothing less than 
grant others a like privilege. 

“Which direction are you going?” Billy broke in. 

“Any direction,” answered Kidd. “As long as I stay 
out in the sun it’s all right.” 

“Why don’t you get your horses and come along with 
us for a while?” she invited. 

Jason lifted his chin sharply and turned his head 
with a warning frown. .But the girl was looking at the 
other man and did not notice. 
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‘Where are you going?” asked Kidd after a second’s 
hestitation. 

“We're hunting a runaway race horse,” said Billy. 
“A famous runner that escaped from a train wreck— 
Blueboy.” 

Jason shook his head vehemently, trying to catch his 
companion’s eye. But Billy paid no attention to him. 
“Wait a minute!” he protested. 

“You told,” Billy reminded him, raising an impish 
glance. ‘Why shouldn’t I?” 

“Yes; but I only told the sheriff.” 

“And I’m telling the man who saved our lives.” 

“Don’t mind me, people,” put in Kidd. “If it’s a 
secret it’s gone as far as it’ll go. I wouldn’t bother 
you or do a thing to interrupt your plans.” 

Jason studied the man in frank appraisal. The 
stranger was dressed to look like a cowboy, wearing a 
checkered flannel shirt with a gay silk neckerchief 
draped under his chin, a wide-rimmed Stetson and a 
pair of silver-tagged leather chaps, the last being so new 
and stiff that they creaked when he walked. In ap- 
pearance he seemed a little absurd, yet there was some- 
thing sturdy and self-sufficient about him, and no 
one would have doubted the honesty of his round, good- 
natured face. 

“I’m just camping around, trying to enjoy myself,” 
said Kidd, standing at ease before Jason’s observant 
gaze. “Have lots of time and no place to go. I don’t 
want to butt-in but on the level I’d like to go along 
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with you for a ways. It’s been kind of lonesome lately 
herding around by myself.” 

It was difficult to say “no” to a man who put things 
in that way. Besides, Kidd had proven himself a 
friend-in-need and had won his rights to comradeship if 
he insisted on the claim. 

Jason was frowning faintly, but his lips contrived to 
smile. ‘Come along if you like,’ he said. ‘“You’re 
quite welcome, I’m sure.” 

“Well that’s set! That’s fine, Johnny. When do 
we start?” 

“Whenever you’re ready.” 

“Where are we going?” 

Jason inclined his head vaguely over his shoulder. 
“Off that direction on the other side of the mountains 
—we don’t quite know where and we haven’t any idea 
how long we'll be gone. I don’t want to discourage 
you, Cappy, but it’s apt to be tough traveling.” 

' Kid said nothing for a space, but peered off across 
the plain in the direction the four riders had disap- 
peared. “Did you know that bunch?” he finally asked. 

“Just by sight,” was the answer. 

“T ask you because I’ve got a hunch that they’re on 
the same errand as you. Unless I’m mistaken they’re 
out hunting a lost race horse.” 

Jason’s eyes contracted in sharp questioning. ‘What 
makes you think that?” 

“T ran into them several days ago and heard them 
talking. I had stopped’at a hot-dog stand where an 
automobile trail cuts down by the edge of the desert, 
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and these three galloped up, all covered with white dust, 
looking for something to drink. They didn’t notice 
me standing by and were talking together more freely 
than they intended, I guess. One of them said some- 
thing about a horse called Blueboy.” 

“That’s all you heard?” 

“Yes. But it’s enough if you put two and two to- 
gether. I heard them speaking of this horse, and now 
I’ve met them again on the same trail that you’re fol- 
lowing. What would be your guess on ’em?” 

“The same as yours,” answered Billy. “I’m per- 
fectly sure they’re searching for Blueboy.” 

“The fact that they’re running a string of spare 
mounts looks a bit suspicious,”’ ruminated Jason. “The 
idea being that if they should sight Blueboy and find 
him too wild to catch they could try to relay him down.” 

“Which would give them the advantage over us, with 
only one riding horse apiece,” said Billy somewhat 
anxiously. 

“That’s something not to worry about until after we 
discover that there really is a Blueboy,” remarked 
Jason. “You'll have to show me that horse, alive and 
kicking, before I believe in any fairies.” His straight- 
drawn lips set in a line of grimness. ‘The only things 
I believe in right now are devils.” 

“Three of them!” said Kidd. ‘That hot-dog man 
had plenty to talk about after that crew had beat it 
without paying for their soda-pops. He knew who they 
were. ‘The red-headed one has served out two or three 

terms in the jailhouse, he said—for robberies, and I 
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don’t know what else. The lanky Mex. likewise has 
done his time in various places—mostly for murder- 
ous assaults with a knife. The little man—I think 
they called him Bart Martin—I’m not so sure that he 
has a prison record. Probably he’s been too slick to 
get caught. It struck me somehow that the other two 
were afraid of him.” 

“They are,” agreed Jason. “Where the other two 
are just bad, Martin is downright dangerous.” He 
faced Billy in grave speculation. ‘You know we’re due 
for important trouble if we happen to foul that crowd 
a next time,” he told her. ‘We'll keep out of their 
way if we can, but if we’re all of us hunting this Blue- 
boy we’re as apt as not to drift together again. Id 
think it over if I were you. It isn’t too late to back 
out.” 

Billy met his glance with a steady, clear-eyed regard. 
“You seem to think of me as a spineless, ungrown kid,” 
she remarked bitingly. “I wish you’d get over that 
notion.’ ; 

“Maybe I will in time,” he hopefully promised. 

“Tn the meanwhile,” she retorted, “please remember 
that I want Blueboy more than I ever wanted anything 
before. And I’m not going to turn back for anybody, 
even if I have to go on alone.” 

Jason grinned at Kidd. “I don’t reckon you’re so 
wrapped-up in this horse as to want to get popped-off 
on his account,” he submitted. ‘And I wouldn’t think 
any the less of you if you decided to stay on this side 
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of the ranges where you could whistle for a policeman 
if shooting starts.” 

“Tl tell you about me,” returned the irrepressible 
stranger. “I’ve got a long-legged riding broncho that 
just stretches himself over the ground and I’m not a 
bit too proud to take him away from where the shoot- 
ing’s going on. The only favor I ask is a wide stretch 
of open country ahead of me. So if you still want me 
to go with you, I’m all ready.” 

“That includes two of us,” observed Billy. ‘“There’s 
nothing happened to change our plans, unless, of course, 
Johnny wants to go back.” 

Jason canted his head on one side and fixed her with 
a glance of droll reproof. “If we’re going,” he said, 
“all that Johnny wants to do is to get gone.” 

“Tf you'll wait five minutes I’ll be right with you,” 
said Kidd. “I'll go and unpicket my horses.” 

“T haven’t had a chance to say thanks for what you 
did,” vouchsafed Billy as Kidd and his leather chaps 
went squeaking off through the greasewood thicket. 
“Hitting Brick for me, I mean.” 

“Pshaw!” said Jason. “The pleasure was all mine.” 

“T suppose you could have held off a few seconds,” 
the girl pursued mildly. “I might have been able to 
handle the situation a little more tactfully and saved 
us from an ugly crisis. Nevertheless, it was sporting 
of you to take my part.” 

Jason was nonplused for a moment, even while ad- 
mitting the justice of the criticism. He had acted 
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overhastily. But he had been fired to recklessness by 
the brutal tormenting of his pretty comrade. Had 
Billy been the boy she pretended to be, he realized that 
he would have waited much longer before interfering. 
He was not going to tell her this, however, and she could 
go on thinking him a hot-headed brawler if she wished. 
So he said nothing further, but turned aloofly and 
walked away to collect the horses. 

When he drove the animals back into camp he found 
Billy on her knees arranging the packs. She helped 
him with the heavy-laden saddles, and when it came to 
looping up the ropes she astonished him by tying the 
Lone Jack hitch, without assistance or prompting from 
him. An old packer could have done no better. 

By the time the horses were girthed for the trail, 
Cappy Kidd trotted up on his own mount, driving a 
pack beast before him. His stirrups were hitched high 
to accommodate his short legs and while he looked 
rather awkward as he sat hunched forward in his sad- 
dle, he curbed his uneasy broncho with a careless hand 
and demonstrated in two seconds that he knew how to 
ride. 

“Where away?” he asked. 

Jason nodded in the direction of a ruddy star that 
burned and flashed against the limpid horizon. “The 
pass lies under there,”’ he said. 

He loosened his reins and the little cavalcade jogged 
forward in single file, following the party that had 
gone on ahead. ; 


CHAPTER XII 
LOST COUNTRY 


All that night, the chance-met wayfarers pursued 
their journey in the desert stillness, under the slow- 
shifting constellations that flickered overhead like liv- 
ing sparks. The moon went down, but the star-shine 
still bathed the earth, defining all objects in magical 
outlines. In the night-time the drab monotony of the 
plains was converted by imagination into strange un- 
realities. Rising hummocks of ground could startle 
the fancy by taking on the appearance of crouching 
monsters; the straggling patches of sage might have 
been mistaken for dark concourses of people, whisper- 
ing together; occasional branches of cactus loomed 
before them like alert sentinels, either beckoning on- 
ward or else warning back traffic with stiffly upthrust 
arms. 

The greater silence was accentuated from time to 
time by little stray sounds: the eerie cries of burrow- 
- ing owls; the thump and scamper of frightened hares 
_ put up under the horses’ feet; the far-off yapping of 
coyotes. 
| Jason rode in the lead, looking ahead for the most 
te part, but turning now and then to glance at Billy as 
she trotted behind him, her body swaying lightly in the 
_ saddle. Cappy Kidd was riding beside her and the 
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two seemed to find many things to talk about. Jason 
could hear their voices without quite making out what 
was said. He did not consciously try to listen and 
kept reminding himself that he was indifferent to any- 
thing that passed. But once in a while, when one or 
the other laughed aloud, he would look around with 
a slight crease between his brows to stare at the blocky 
figure on the off-horse. 

Who was this Cappy Kidd, anyhow, he would like 
to know? Where did the chap come from? What 
did he want? He must be a queer egg who would 
cast his lot with such a hare-brained expedition as 
this, with no motive, apparently, except the seeking of 
amusement or excitement. Jason himself was the sort. 
to go skyrocketing off on all manner of rash projects 
out of a purely adventurous spirit. But somehow he 
could not quite understand or altogether forgive such 
eccentricities in another man. He liked Kidd very 
much, he assured himself, but for reasons that he was 
unwilling or unable to define, he wished that the third 
member had not decided to join the party. 

“Vou’d think you two were off on a Boy Scout pic- 
nic, you’re so gay about it,” he remarked as Billy’s 
voice broke into a light trill of laughter. 

“Why Johnny,” protested the girl, “who can help 
feeling gay on an evening like this? It’s so cool and 
pleasant and I never smelled such clean air before. 
Cappy and I are just learning what it means to 
breathe.” 5 

“If you want to go on breathing,” he advised, “I’d 
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be a little quieter about it. You never know who may 
be listening beyond the next rise.” 

“We'll be careful,” she promised meekly, and there- 
after she and Kidd carried on their conversation in sub- 
dued tones. 

Jason should have been mollified; but through the 
rest of the night he sat his horse in moody silence and 
held his eyes severely on the ground ahead. 

Dawn found the travelers in the foothills, picking 
their way up the ascending levels of a shallow cafon 
that wound into the mountains between slopes densely 
clad in chaparral. In the first twilight they could 
make out the towering lines of the twin peaks standing 
against the graying sky. ‘They had seen nothing to tell 
them what had become of Martin’s party, but Jason 
was convinced that the others had come in this direc- 
tion, and as the light strengthened he kept a sharp look- 
out for trail signs. 

The torrential off-pouring of occasional rains kept 
the cafon floors scoured down to the igneous rock. 
‘It was the worst sort of ground for tracking; neverthe- 
Yess the scratches of iron would have been left here and 
there if shod horses had traveled recently through the 
gulch. But they pushed on up the long draw without 
finding any indication that others had gone ahead. 

The valleys and lower slopes were still shaded in 
dusk, but the rays of the morning sun had reached 
above to illuminate the high mountain pinnacles, like 
glowing torches of rose and gold. Gradually the light 
crept downward, striking back in glittering colors from 
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the bare crags and ridges, searching out dark glens and 
ravines, spreading over the hills below. 

Jason led his companions to the head of the cafion 
and then climbed across a series of sloping benches to 
the top of a broad stretch of table-land, whence they 
could see for miles behind them. In a dust cloud, far 
back across the mesa, they made out a cruising band of 
antelope. Nearer at hand, and almost directly be- 
neath them, a herd of small deer were browsing among 
the thickets. A dozen vultures sailed overhead in the 
opal transparency of the sky. They saw an eagle 
swoop across the blue space between the two sentinel 
peaks. Farther down, on a remote knife-edge of rock, 
a big-horn sheep posed ruminatively against the sky. 
In the neighboring chaparral a covey of valley quail 
were scratching in the dry leaves and calling softly back 
and forth. Life was astir everywhere. But nowhere 
upon the vast reaches of the desert was there any visible 
sign of men or horses. Martin and his friends either 
had struck back towards civilization, or else they had 
found another route through the mountains. 

The flat top of the plateau was a safe place to camp, 
and nobody objected when Jason suggested a halt. 
They had been on the trail since midnight, and the © 
riders as well as the horses needed food and rest. 

As soon as they had dismounted Jason started to take 
the packs off the tired animals. “Oh Billy, do you 
want to give ’em a drink around?” he called. 

“Sure,” said the girl. °. She caught the burro and was 
unslinging one of the heavy canteens, when Kidd has- 
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tened forward and attempted to relieve her of the 
weighty burden. 

“Let me do that,” he suggested. 

The girl looked around with a startled expression. 
“What for?” she asked. 

Cappy seemed a trifle embarrassed. “Why, I—it’s 
pretty heavy. I thought maybe I could handle it 
easier than you.” 

“Do I look so feeble to you?” she asked. 

“No,” he said, “not that, but—” He hesitated and 
did not seem to know how to finish. 

The girl lifted the canteen from the saddle, and al- 
though she stumbled slightly under the weight, she 
lowered it to the ground without assistance. “If you 
want to do something,” she suggested, “go find some 
wood and build a fire.” 

Jason had observed the brief exchange, and knew 
that Kidd had seen through Billy’s flimsy disguise. 
That was to be expected, however. Indeed, it would 
be a remarkably doltish and unresponsive man who 
could hear her voice and look into her eyes, without 
discovering that she was a woman. 

She had cut her hair and put on breeches, and she 
affected little swaggering, off-hand mannerisms which 
_ she evidently believed were mannish in character. But 
the magnetic allure of personality is not so easily hidden. 
She couldn’t have fooled anybody. 

Kidd had found her out and, remembering his good 
manners, he apparently intended to treat her with the 
politeness and consideration that was due her sex. Ja- 
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son grinned to himself as he watched the other man 
walk away, a little red about the ears. Kidd could act 
as gallantly as he pleased; he for his part proposed to 
play out the comedy that the girl herself had begun. 

Jason really was still a bit piqued at Billy’s trying 
to hoodwink him. She must think him a dull-witted 
clod to be taken in by her masquerading. He was just 
stubborn enough to let her go on thinking that he be- 
lieved her to be a man. He meant to use her exactly 
as he would use any other equal partner on the trail. 
She had asked for it. If she wanted to beg off at any 
time, she need only confess the truth. Then it would 
be a pleasure to cherish and guard her as he would 
any woman, to do all in his power to save her from the 
hardships which they must inevitably meet. 

There was a whimsical look in Jason’s slate-gray 
eyes as he watched Billy from behind the horse he was 
unsaddling. She had taken the cork from the canteen 
and was turning the spout over their dough-pan. 

“Tf wouldn’t give them more than a hatful apiece,” 
he advised. “We have plenty of water to take us 
through if we find the next spring, where your map 
says it is. If we don’t we'll have to go on very short 
rations.” 

“All right,” Billy said, and proceeded to water the 
horses. 

They ate their breakfast around the fire that Cappy 
had built, and afterwards the three opened their blan- 
‘ket rolls and stretched out on the ground to sleep. 

The sun was crossing the zenith when they finally 
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awakened. Fortunately they had already reached a 
high enough altitude to escape the scorching heat of the 
plains, and there was no reason why they should not 
push on, even under the mid-day sun. They lunched 
hurriedly and drove in the grazing horses, and in a 
short while had saddled-up and were trotting ferward 
over the final stretch of level ground. 

Presently they quitted the table-lands and started to 
climb in earnest. All that afternoon they toiled up 
the slopes of the mountain, ascending through narrow 
fissures, creeping around ledges and rocky out- 
croppings, following faint goat-paths when they could, 
or boldly searching their own way when the trails dis- 
appeared. They were eager for their first sight of 
the open pass, and they kept on without halt until 
darkness overtook them on the shoulder of a long 
granite ridge, from which dizzy prospect they could 
look down the high defile leading between the two 
ram’s-horn peaks. 

They spent the night on the wind-swept heights, 
but with the first streaks of dawn were in the saddle 
again. ‘The trip through the pass proved to be a suc- 
cession of hair-raising adventures. Such trail as they 
found, skirted steep rock slides or curved along the 
edge of deep precipices where a misstep would have 
ended: in sudden tragedy. For hours they felt their 
way along crumbling ledges, hugging towering cafion 
walls, crawling on the scarp of stone ridges, daring 
neither to stop nor to think of turning back. 

Luckily the horses were all native bred, accustomed 
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to dangerous mountain going. The burro went ahead 
and always found some sort of pathway to take him 
farther through the gap, and the horses confidently 
followed. The riders could do nothing but sit quietly 
in the saddles and breathe no more often than was 
strictly necessary. In the end the sure-footed animals 
carried them safely through. 

Quite unexpectedly they rounded a buttressing wall 
of rock, to discover that they had traversed the length 
of the pass. The mountains opened suddenly in a 
wide vista between two domed crests, and the travelers 
beheld the country on the other side. 

They halted and stood for a long while in breathless 
silence, seeing for the first time the vast wastelands 
lost behind the ranges, where few men ever had ven- 
tured, where the Blueboy horse was said to roam. 

The slopes of the mountain fell away steeply into a 
broken area of foothills, which in turn gave way to low- 
lying dunes of sand—a yellow, rolling sea of sand, 
stretching away so far that even the color faded into 
distance. And beyond, faint and shadowy as blue-gray 
patterns in gray-blue silk, the ragged outline of another 
nest of mountains stood against the sky. 

Twilight was coming on, but the wayfarers urged 
their lagging horses down the precarious trail; until 
they reached a knoll of ground where they could spend 
the night without fear of rolling off in their sleep. 
They doled out to the horses a meager portion of water 
from the fast-diminishing supply, scratched together 
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a sketchy supper, and then crept wearily into their 
blankets. 

Jason spent that night in the sleep of exhaustion, 
and he was aroused next morning only by a hand tug- 
ging excitedly at his blanket. He sat up with a start 
to find the full daylight glaring in his eyes. Billy was 
crouching beside him. 

“What is it?” he demanded, alert in an instant. 

“Quick! I want to show you.” 

Wonderingly he threw off his covering and followed 
the girl without stopping to pull on his boots. 

She led him to a place where they could obtain an 
uninterrupted view of the distant mesa. “There,” she 
said—“aren’t those horses?” 

He followed the direction of her glance and discerned 
a group of dark specks moving against the background 
of the plains. “Yes,” he agreed after a moment— 
“horses.” He peered with. concentrated vision. 
“Riderless! Wild ones, I guess—a band of mustangs.” 

-“You’re not certain that they’re mustangs,” she 
objected. 

“Wait a minute.” Jason walked back to the packs 
and equipped himself with a pair of high-powered bin- 
oculars, which Gregory Leigh had had the foresight to 
include in his luggage. : 

He returned to the place where Billy was waiting 
and focused his glasses on the herd. As he watched, 
the tendons of his wrists tightened, and he suddenly 
stopped breathing. 
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“What is it?” asked the girl. 

“Nothing,” he said in his quiet drawl. ‘Only they’re 
not mustangs. They’re longer-barreled, rangier; and 
they’re getting over the ground faster than any horses 
I ever saw. From here the leader seems to be a sort 
of slate-colored stallion. But I’m afraid we’re too far 
away to tell... .” 

He handed the binoculars to his companion. ‘See 
what you make of them.” 

Billy took the glasses. The distant bunch of horses 
was drawing away, running in a compact group across 
the dun-colored plain. There were nearly a dozen of 
them. She put the lenses to her eyes, and as she looked 
her hands suddenly began to shake. 

She spoke at last in a voice consciously restrained. 
“Blueboy!” she said. “It’s Blueboy!” 
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With a visible tensing of her arms, the girl tried to 
steady the wabbling binoculars. The far-off bunch of 
dots shifted direction suddenly and veered away to- 
wards the dunes. To Jason’s staring eyes they might 
have been nothing more than a swarm of little black 
gnats rapidily swimming beyond his range of vision. He 
lost them, picked them up again for a moment or two, 
and then found himself blinking at the drab, empty 
plain. 

Billy, however, kept her glasses leveled and evidently 
still held the herd in sight. A tinge of color dyed her 
cheeks, her curving lips were wide apart, every line of 
her body was astrain with eagerness. But as Jason 
turned to watch her she relaxed with a sigh and lowered 
her glasses. 

“They’ve gone,” she whispered—“straight into the 
dunes.” 

“You honestly think Blueboy’s with ’em?” 

“Y’m positive—I could swear—”’ She stopped to 
draw a full breath. “I wish I had seen them just a 
little closer,” she added meticulously. “TI got a flash of 
the one in the lead as he wheeled in full outline, and his 
color was a peculiar slate-blue that you wouldn’t find 
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twice among ten thousand horses. He must be Blue- 
boy—he couldn’t be any other.” 

“It doesn’t seem possible,”’ said Jason, “and yet I 
suppose miracles have happened before now. I’m sure 
of one thing: those horses were traveling faster than 
any broom-tails I ever saw. They just poured them- 
selves over the ground.” 

“They’re race horses,” she asserted confidently. 
“That’s why?” 

“Did you ever see Blueboy?” he asked. 

She looked at him sharply. ‘Did I what?” 

Jason laughed. For the moment he had forgotten 
that she professed to be a jockey who once worked for 
the Leigh stables and had ridden the famed horse on in- 
numerable occasions. Whoever she might be, how- 
ever, it was possible that she had seen Blueboy on 
some race track and would know him by sight. 

“That was a funny question,” Jason said. “I can’t 
imagine what I was thinking of.” 

“T not only know Blueboy,” the girl declared, “but 
I’m certain that if I ever got close enough to him he’d 
know me.” 

Jason shook his head. “I’m sorry, but he wouldn’t. 
Five years is a long while in a horse’s life. He would 
have forgotten you in half that time. Ive seen it 
demonstrated too often. Horses or dogs—their mem- 
ories run back only a few months at the most.” 

Billy knitted her fine-drawn eyebrows as she gazed 
off towards the dunes. ‘Do you know,” she confessed, 
“J hadn’t thought about how we’re to catch the horse. 
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I just had a feeling that if we got close enough to him 
he would come to us.” 

“Don’t think it. Whether he’s Blueboy or not, that 
slate stallion’ll be so wild he won’t let us within rifle 
shot of him. We won’t be able to ride him down.” 

“Then what do we do?” The girl’s eyes clouded 
With anxiety. ‘What other way is there to catch him?” 

“It’s a terrific country over yonder,” said Jason. 
“But that’s to our advantage. The water holes will be 
few and far apart. We’ll have to mark them all down 
and also learn the habits of the horses. The loose 
bands always swing in wide circles, edging from one 
drinking place to another. The thing to do is to watch 
the bunch until we’re able to forecast its movements 
—until we can guess in advance which oases they’re apt 
to strike in their circuit. We're supposed to out-guess 
them, to be at the right spot at the right instant.” 

“Then what?” she asked. 

“Then we try to get us a horse.” 

“It doesn’t sound very easy.” 

“Hardest job any of us ever tackled. If we have 
luck we might try a lassoo. Or maybe we could rig 
up some sort of one-way corral and entice the herd in- 
side. Again, we might be able to run ’em into a box 
cafion somewhere. When the time comes, chance will 
show us the way. But just now the only thing to 
worry about: was that really Blueboy?” 

“T want to go down there and follow the tracks,” said 
Billy. 

“The hoof marks will probably be drifted over before 
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we strike the dunes,” returned Jason. “But never 
mind. Alidiving things have to come in to the water 
holes.” 

They walked back to arouse their companion and 
found him sleeping in cherubic contentment, with his 
face turned towards the rising sun. Kidd seemed to be 
enthusiastic over the story Billy had to tell, and he, like ~ 
her, was in a hurry to push down from the heights 
and explore the uninhabited country beyond the barrier 
of the mountains. 

Breakfast eaten, the animals sparingly watered from 
the dwindling reserve in the cans, the travelers once 
more took to their saddles. They spent all of the morn- 
ing picking a path down the rough slopes, scuffling 
across rock-slips, tight-rope-walking along sharp-backed 
ridges, dipping into tortuous, bowlder-strewn ravines, 
and finally working their way out through a series of 
descending gulleys, to emerge at last into a granite- 
lipped valley that opened upon the rolling sweep of 
the lowlands. 

The route map which Billy carried indicated that a 
hillside spring trickled forth from a fold in the rock 
somewhere at the bottom of this valley. After a 
lengthy search they found the place—a small fissure 
opening spout-like above a basin worn deeply in the 
stone. A deposit of sand and pebbles lay upon the 
bottom of the depression and there was a little channel 
grooved through the rocks to show where a rivulet once 
ran down the slope to waste its tiny substance in the 
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parched mesa below. But there was no water now. 
As it frequently happens in the arid seasons, the spring 
had dried-up. 

Jason dismounted and dug his fingers into the glis- 
tening drift and the sand was hot to the touch and as 
dry as dust. The burro nuzzled forward with twitch- 
ing nostrils, but turned away again with a discontented 
sniff. There was not even the scent of moisture here. 

“What do we do now?” said Kidd with unabated 
cheerfulness. 

Jason stood up and looked with far-seeking vision 
across the open country. The desert reached off 
through illimitable distances, lonely and voiceless, beau- 
tiful in its harsh, glaring lights and tints, serene as 
death. Wherever the eye searched the marvels of 
color arrested the attention: the reds and chocolate- 
browns of rocky spurs off-thrust from the mountains; 
isolated buttes standing farther out, bold and black as 
onyx; the purple of sage-covered areas that gave way 
to occasional splashes of green where creosote bushes 
straggled up from the parched soil; the dunes farther 
on, blinding white, wavering under the blaze of the 
merciless sun. 

“After we’ve rested a while there’s nothing to do 
but go on,” said Jason. He reached his hand for Billy’s 
map and spread the sheet open to study again the pencil 
record that had been charted by the wandering prospec- 
tor, who had come alive from out of the hell-sink be- 
yond. 
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“It’s an excellent thing to know where we are,” he 
remarked, with a casual glance about him. ‘“We’re 
here or hereabouts.” 

“Can you verify it on the paper?” Kidd inquired. 

Jason’s finger slid across the sketch to touch a pencil- 
ringed dot which had been inscribed with the words 
Vikan Shootak. ‘‘This is where we have to go,” he 
said. 

Billy leaned over from her saddle to look at the map. 
“What does it mean?” she asked. ‘And how far is it?” 

“Vikan Shootak, as the Papaguerians say it, means 
‘lasting water’. It may be ten or fifteen or thirty 
miles from here, depending on your desert rat’s sense of 
distance, or of humor. He’s marked it seventeen miles 
on the map.” 

“Whatever it is,” Jason pursued, “‘it’s our one chance. 
We don’t know positively what lies ahead, but we do 
know all that’s behind us. Two days of drinkless 
country between here and Coahuila Well, and our can- 
teens are about empty!” 

“Who’s thinking of going back?” asked Billy. 

“I’m not, for one,” returned Jason. “I don’t be- 
lieve we could make it.” 

“Then there’s nothing to. do but push on to Vikan 
Shootak,” said Kidd. 

Jason passed his sleeve over his hot forehead and 
nodded. “I don’t see any way out of it. But let’s take 
it easy. We're apt to drop down dead if we strike 
those dunes under a vertical sun. It’ll cool off some 
in three or four hours, and if we sleep a little now 
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we'll be able to travel all night if we have to. We'll 
have two or three drinks apiece, and the horses will 
have to do as they are. But if we don’t hurry them or 
overheat them they should be able to stick it through.” 

The wisdom of Jason’s plan was too obvious to need 
discussion, and Billy and Kidd promptly dismounted 
and unsaddled. The packs were taken off and the 
horses turned loose with hobbles, free to graze where- 
ever they might find sparse pasturage, or to drowse 
under the shadow of the neighboring ridges. 

As the animals were sure to give warning if intruders 
should chance to approach, there was no reason for any- 
body to stay on guard. There was a cluster of small 
palo verdes a short distance up the slope that afforded 


some shelter from the-direct rays of the sun, and the 


three wayfarers crept into the shade. In spite of the 
breathless noonday heat they were able to doze off into 
fitful sleep. 

From time to time Jason would partly open one 


eye to look out upon the blinding glare of the after- 


noon, but the heat made him feel too languid to try 


very hard to arouse himself, and after vaguely observ- 


ing his two companions stretched indolently beside 


_ him he would roll over and continue his snoozing. 


What it was that really awakened him at last he 
could not have said. It may have been a sound, faintly 
heard, scarcely bigger than-the bursting of a bubble in 
the great stillness. He sat up and tried to look around 
but the sudden daylight in his eyes made it difficult to 


see. Standing up, he stretched himself and gingerly 
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separated his wet shirt from the curve of his ribs. The 
sun was off in the west, glowing red in his face. He 
must have been asleep for hours. 

A strange sense of disquiet took hold of him as he 
peered around. He could see better now, and after 
blinking two or three times he lifted his head to scan 
the ridges and the higher mountain pinnacles behind 
him. There was no movement to be seen, not so much 
as a stirring shadow. He heard nothing. Yet he was 
aware that something outside of himself had brought 
him sharply out of his slumber. 

It was nothing, he decided reassuringly. Probably 
he had been dreaming and his nerves were still a bit 
jumpy. If any formidable thing had come near the 
horses would have shrilled an alarm. 

He found himself wondering about the horses. They 
seemed to be unusually quiet. He turned to look off 
down the slope where they had been left to browse, and 
as he squinted against the sunlight the muscles of his 
body drew rigid and the breath slowly went from his 
lungs. 

The horses were still in the patch of mesquite where 
he had left them hobbled. Three of them were 
stretched flat on the ground; a fourth was on his back, 
convulsively kicking the air. The fifth—Billy’s big 
roan—seemed to be trying to drag himself across the 
slope on three legs, but as Jason watched the beast 
pitched headlong and beat the ground with frantically 
thrashing hooves. The burro had disappeared. 

Jason was not quite sure what had happened, but 
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he could see that something was dreadfully amiss. He 
walked down the hill to stop beside the nearest horse. 
It was Stepchild. The animal was lying stiffly on his 
side, and did not move when the man laid a hand on the 
fallen neck. Jason lifted the matted forelock from 
the skull, to find a drilled hole from which a crimson 
stream gushed and spread in a widening stain upon the 
ground. 

Jason stared about him with horror-filled eyes as 
his reluctant mind finally grasped the enormity of a 
wanton crime. The horses had been slaughtered at 
telescopic range, as mountain sheep are shot, by an 
expert rifleman sighting from some look-out point, so 
far distant that even the sounds of firing had failed to 
reach the shambles. 


} 


> CHAPTER XIV 
‘ THE WATERLESS TRAIL 


In times gone by Jason had faced almost certain 
death. He stood very close to the grim borderline two 
evenings before when he knocked Brick into the fire. 
It was touch and go with him that night at the circus 
train. And on other occasions during his wanderings 
the fateful summons had missed him by a hair. But 
the shadowy specter had never assumed an uglier guise 
nor stalked closer than at this moment. With their 
water gone, without horses, he and Cappy Kidd and 
Billy were lost. 

But it was with dull rage rather than any percep- 
tion of fear that he turned to study the mountain 
heights. A thousand yards or so beyond him and high 
above his head ran the line of a saw-toothed ridge: 
This rocky scarp was the nearest ambuscading point 
and the murderous sharpshooter undoubtedly was lurk- 
ing in his chosen spot of concealment somewhere along 
the ragged eminence. Hidden eyes were probably 
watching Jason at this moment, perhaps the sights of 
a high-power rifle were bearing upon him. He might 
expect the shot at any time. But he did not think of 
hunting cover. The worst had happened. Having 
lost the horses, he had nothing left to lose. 

He needed only one guess to identify the marksmen. 


Bart Martin and his friends were the breed to do this 
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sort of butcher’s work. As far as Jason knew they 
were the only ones besides his own party who had 
strayed into this section of the Bad Lands. They held 
their personal grievance against him and Cappy Kidd, 
had threatened to even-up the score when they were 
driven from camp two nights ago. He might have 
known their devil’s-handicraft would be done in some 
such skulking way as this. 

Jason looked carefully down the length of the ridge, 
but found nothing that bore the semblance of crouch- 
ing men. Evidently the intruders meant to keep out of 
sight. He was not much surprised, however, at their 
failure to show themselves. To strike grimly from a 
distance and depart as mysteriously as he came, leaving 
his enemy afoot in the desert, was just the sort of hid- 
eous jest to appeal to Martin’s evil humor. He would 
know, of course, that the water cans must be nearly 
empty, and he could go his way with his twisted smile, 
assured that the torments of thirst must presently ac- 
complish his cruelest designs. 

For a minute or two longer Jason’s glance searched 
along the heights, but he scarcely expected to see any- 
body. He shook his head at length, and turned on his 
heel to walk farther down the slope. 

It didn’t take him long to learn how effectively the 
rifles had done their work. Besides Stepchild, two of 
the horses were dead. A bullet had broken the neck of 
one of the pack animals and Kidd’s broncho had 
dropped with a clean shot in the heart. The others 
were hopelessly wounded. Two raking shots had 
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struck the second pack horse, tearing into the chest 
cavity. A short distance away Billy’s roan was strug- 
gling on the ground with a broken thigh bone. 

In the face of the man who strode to the packs and 
unsheathed his loaded carbine, there was no reminder 
left of the genial, boyish-featured Jason. He walked 
back to the horses. A single merciful shot ended the 
sufferings of the roan, and then, as quickly as he could 
pump another cartridge into the chamber, he finished 
the pack animal. 

The double report awakened ‘illy and Cappy and 
brought them running down the slope. Jason walked 
back to meet them. 

The dead horses and the red-splashed ground told the 
full story without need of words. Kidd’s eyes were 
still somewhat dazed with sleep, but Billy took in 
the details of the tragedy in a glance of terrible 
comprehension. 

“The cowards!” she gasped, her pretty face grown 
somber with horrified realization. ‘The beasts!” 
Like Jason, Billy’s first reaction was of anger rather 
than dismay. 

“Murdered by bushwhackers firing from the ridge,” 
said Jason. “Three were dead when I found them, and 
the other two so badly hurt that I had to destroy them.” 
Jason glanced off towards the still heights. ‘The shots 
came from a long ways, and so far I haven’t seen a 
living soul. But I guess we know whom to thank.” 

“They guessed you. were after Blueboy,” said Kidd, 
staring grimly about him. “So they made up their 
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minds to put a stop to that. They made a thorough 
job of it. What happened to the burro?” 

“He wasn’t hobbled, you remember,” said Jason. 
“Those donkeys are smarter than horses. He must 
have got an inkling of what was happening and gal- 
loped away. Perhaps he’s gone prospecting into some 
cafion along here, or he may have struck off into the 
dunes. Wherever he’s gone we can’t waste time hunt- 
ing him.” 

“What are we to do?” asked Billy. 

Jason crossed to the packs and picked up the water 
cans one at a time. Three of them he tossed aside 
after a tentative shake. The fourth he carried back 
to his waiting companions. “It doesn’t sound as though 
there’s more than a quart in here,” he said, “and the 
others are empty.” 

“Vikan Shootak is still the place we have to reach,” 
remarked Kidd. 

Jason nodded. “It’s our only chance”; and he might 
have gone on to say that he thought there was very 
little hope. He cast a sidewise glance at Billy and 
then turned away again before she could read his 
gloomy thoughts. She was so fine and brave in spirit, 
so like a graceful, high-tempered blade in the resilient 
qualities of her delicately balanced make-up, he was 
convinced that she would endure hardship and suffer- 
ing as well as any man. Yet he knew at that moment 
that he would go forward alone with all his heart to 
face any conceivable ordeal if by the sacrifice he could 
save her from the dreaded hours ahead. 
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“As we couldn’t return with horses, it is that much 
more impossible to go back afoot,” he said. “It may ~ 
be that we’ll strike a Navajo encampment somewhere 
beyond the dunes. The Indians are apt to go any- 
where, and they usually have spare horses. In the 
meanwhile it’s up to us to find water. We'd better 
start at once.” 

They lost but little time over their preparations for 
the journey. Jason poured their remaining water from 
the big can into a small canteen, which he securely 
corked and slung by the strap across his shoulder. 
The packs and saddles were covered with tarpaulins 
and left stacked near the dead horses. Possibly they 
might return this direction some day if unexpected luck 
should favor them. But for the present every added 
ounce of weight would count heavily. 

Billy and Kidd would not part with their revolvers, 
but Jason, after reflection decided to leave the carbine 
behind. He took the binoculars, and nothing else to 
weigh him down. Ina few minutes they set off practi- 
cally unburdened save for the canteen, the side arms 
and small bundles of food done up in back packs. 

The sun was dipping lower in the west and it had 
grown cooler fortunately, but as Jason watched the 
horizon the worried lines at the corners of his eyes 
etched themselves deeper. A faint haze was beginning 
to smudge the ruddy sky. Diaphanous clouds hung 
under the sun, and seemed to thicken as evening ap- 
proached. There could be no hope of rain at this 
season and an overcast sky would only increase their 
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difficulties. They had no compass and their beacons 
of direction to-night must be the stars. If the heavens 
were obscured they could not hope to find their way 
across the dunes. 

Jason said nothing of his fears, but kept his anxious 
glance on the horizon and walked on with shortened 
steps, accommodating his pace to Billy’s stride. They 
were not long in passing down from the foothills; the 
lower mesa was left behind; at a little before sundown 
they reached the areas of sand. Still they saw nothing 
of the men who had fired from the mountains; the 
desert before them was an aching blankness. 

They trudged ahead, sinking almost to the shoe-tops 
in drifted, fine-grained sand. There would be many 
miles of such heavy going and they walked slowly, 
saving themselves as much as possible. The sun still 
furnished them their guidance, and they held their line 
accurately upon the compass points of Billy’s map. 
Ascending long slopes and dipping into deep, sheltered 
hollows they climbed at length to a commanding ridge 
from which they could see a considerable distance 
ahead. As they were about to follow their lengthening 
shadows across the next trough of sand Jason halted 
abruptly to shade his eyes with his hand. 

“What is it?” asked Billy. 

“Off there,” he said in a repressed voice, and indi- 
cated a vivid patch of green showing in the gray dis- 
tance. “It isn’t possible, and yet the color of the vege- 
tation looks very much like there’s water somewhere 
near.” 
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Without a word the three hurried down the slope and ~ 
presently crossed the playa of a low-lying sink of 
ground fringed about with high grasses and queerly 
twisted growths of brush. Through a rift in the bay- 
green branches they caught a flash of water glinting 
red under the dying sun. 

Kidd looked once and with an eager breath he started 
to run forward; but Jason suddenly gripped his arm. 
“Wait!” 

Holding his companion in check Jason moved slowly 
to the brink of the still pool. Along the discolored 
border of sand where the water had receded they saw 
several little piles of bleached bones—the skeletons of 
a deer, a coyote and a half dozen lesser creatures of the 
desert. 

“Arsenic, maybe,” said Jason. ‘Whatever it is it’s 
a poison hole. The beasts sometimes get so thirsty 
that they forget caution; you see what happens.” 

“Tt’s no good then?” asked Cappy with a disap- 
pointed sigh. 

“Not to drink.” Jason passed his hand over the 
stubble of beard that he had been forced to grow during 
the last few days. “It’s good for something though. 
Seems to me we’ve traveled far enough to be entitled 
to a little breathing spell, and if you two don’t mind ’m 
going to shave.” 

He produced a razor, a tube of soap and a tiny mirror 
from his pocket, and after bending over the pool to 
lather his face, he retired to a neighboring hummock 
of sand, knelt down and set to work. When the opera- 
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tion was finished he felt better. Whatever happened 
he was clean-shaven at least, self-respecting once more. 

He rolled a cigarette and sat down for a moment to 
rest his legs. From a tussock of grass a hideous pink- 
spotted beast wriggled: forth to shamble across the 
. sand at his feet. Jason regarded the intruder with a 
’ moody frown, and then absently began singing to him- 
self in a low, crooning voice: 


“My Gila Monster’s left me flat,” 
Said the rattle-snakess. 
“And now I don’t know where he’s at, 
Since we had that fracas. 

He off and run, 

The son-of-a-gun! 

Of him I was too fond, sir. 

And he left his pal 

For a hula gal— 

For a Gila belle 

From Coahuila Well, 

That helluva Gila Monster.” 


Jason was aware of a faint rustling sound in the sand 
and turned to see Billy sitting down beside him. 

“You're a decent chap, Johnny,” she remarked, ob- 
serving him with frankly interested eyes. ‘You're 
quite a nice sort of a person.” 

“Eh?” he exclaimed, looking rather startled. 

“You're sitting here being cheerful, trying to make 
us think that everything’s all right—trying to shoulder 
the whole load of worry for the three of us. But I 
know how desperate things are.” 
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“Well, there’s no use crying over it, is there?” he 
asked. 

“No. Nobody’s going to cry over anything if you 
can help it. I guess that’s your way Johnny.” She 
held him under a softening glance and then, with a 
quick-drawn breath, she turned aside to look at the 
lizard-like reptile crawling in the sand. 

“Ts that what you were singing to?” she asked. “Is 
that a Gila Monster?” 

“He certainly is. Pretty little thing, isn’t he?” 

“They’re supposed to be venomous, aren’t they—like 
snakes?” \ 

“Yes, sir. They’re as bad as a sidewinder they say. 
If that chap ever nipped you it would be good-night 
Billy!” 

“And you let him go?” she inquired with a 
questioning lift of one eyebrow. 

“You wouldn’t expect me to hurt him, would you?” 
he asked in gentle reproof. ‘Life is hard enough as it 
is for Gila Monsters without strangers coming around 
to make trouble. They aren’t much, I know, but there 
are so few other creatures in the dunes. Where living 
things are so scarce, why even rattlers and centipedes 
sometimes are almost like company to a lonesome 
man. 

“You can’t say these Gila Monsters haven’t their 
worth-while traits,” Jason went on ruminatively as he 
watched the reptile creep away sluggishly on his four 
bowed legs. ‘“They’re faster on their feet, for instance, 
than a deer or a wild-cat. 
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“It’s a scientific fact,” he said as he caught the skep- 
tical look of his companion’s face. ‘When they bite 
they roll over on their backs like a shark, making a full 
revolution of the body. And it’s done with such speed 
as to be unbelievable. 

“Watch!” Jason stretched out the toe of his boot 
and touched the reptile’s tail. “There!” he cried 
triumphantly. 

“What?” exclaimed the girl as the Gila Monster con- 
tinued its slow, shuffling progress through the sand. 

“He missed me, luckily,” said Jason. ‘He struck 
too suddenly to take a good aim, I guess.” 

“Why he didn’t change his gait—didn’t even notice 
you,” the girl protested. 

“That’s what you think. And that’s what’s so won- 
derful about these animals. A first class Gila Monster 
is too quick for the human eye to follow. When they 
get in their bite they roll over so fast that nobody’s ever 
seen them do it.” 

Jason stood up with a suppressed snicker. For an 
instant Billy looked a trifle disconcerted, and then she 
threw up her head and grinned gayly back at him. 

Cappy Kidd came up at that moment and he re- 
garded them in the liveliest astonishment, at loss to 
understand what thx; could possibly find to amuse them 
at such a time and place. 

Jason did not enlighten him. “I’m afraid we’ve 
loafed long enough,” he said. “Guess we’d better be 
dragging on.” 

They each moistened their lips at the spout of the 
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canteen, shouldered their packs and started onward 
again through the shifting sand. 

The sun had gone down behind the dunes and the 
haze of twilight was settling over the desert. In the 
west the bank of clouds had grown darker and was 
beginning to roll higher above the horizon. The 
brighter stars presently became visible in the slaty sky, 
and Jason identified them one by one and verified his 
compass points. 

But as darkness thickened the stars lost their color 
and brilliancy and one by one faded from view. Jason 
felt a dank breeze upon his forehead, and he shivered 
slightly in the night cold. Above him the mist was 
drifting from beyond the distant mountain ranges, 
growing denser, spreading like an ominous pall over the 
dunes. 


CHAPTER XV 
DESERT WANDERERS 


Through the long night the three wanderers roamed 
among the hills of sand. The stars had gone out and 
not the faintest gleam of moonlight broke through the 
clouds to relieve the all-shrouding darkness. Jason had 
tried to keep his face in the chosen direction, walking 
straight ahead, but he was like a blind man set adrift 
on an uncharted sea. The dunes were as billows of the 
ocean washing off through biackness into the immensity 
of space. The night breeze was his only guidance. 

For a long while he walked forward, feeling the cool 
air fanning his forehead; but eventually he discovered 
that the wind had gone around to the left. Had the 
breeze veered, or had he unwittingly deviated from his 
course? After thinking it over he decided that he 
probably was at fault, and shifted his direction ac- 
cordingly. But some time later he was suddenly aware 
of a chilly breath ruffling the short hair of his neck. 
The breeze had swung around behind him and was 
blowing in little puffs. 

He halted on a knoll of sand, knowing that their 
final catastrophe had overtaken them. The wind was 
no longer the steady Trade drawing in from the Pacific, 
but had changed to squally gusts, slithering around the 
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compass. Their last intangible hold on the world was 
gone. 

“What’s the matter?” asked Billy, pushing up the 
slope. 

“Nothing,” Jason replied shortly. “Tired?” 

“Not very,” she said. 

“Well, come on then.” 

She did not question him further, but without being 
able to see her face he knew she had guessed the truth. 
They were hopelessly lost. 

Whichever direction he turned now Jason had the 
conviction that he was going wrong. Nevertheless he 
picked his way at random and started forward again 
with a great pretense of confidence. They might as 
well walk on haphazardly as to sit down and wait for 
to-morrow’s sun to overtake them in the middle of the 
treeless, waterless dunes. There was one chance in a 
few thousand, at least, that their blundering footsteps 
might take them somewhere near the edge of the sand 
wastes if they just had the courage to keep on 
traveling. ; 

For a long while Jason piloted his companions 
through the darkness, swinging in circles for all he 
knew, but marching dauntlessly, hoping against hope 
that he was not going too far astray. Perception of 
time and distance had left him, even as his sense of 
direction was lost in the blackness of the night. He 
was conscious only of the wind, of his growing thirst, 
of the two dim figures trudging beside him. 

From time to time he glanced at his companions. 
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The calves of their legs must ache as badly as his, their 
eyes and nostrils were filled with sand and dust, of 
course, and he knew just how much they needed water. 
But so far neither had faltered or spoken a word of 
complaint. His heart went out to them both: to Billy, 
with her shoulders straight and her head erect; to 
Cappy Kidd, tramping with laborious stride, yet man- 
aging at times to offer the girl a helping hand when the 
sand slid under her feet on the steeper slopes. Theirs 
was the spiritual grace, the brave flame that has lived 
unquenchable through human generations, lighting the 
torches and illumining the banners of hopeless causes. 
Whoever they might be Jason felt that he was fortunate 
in the companionship of his chance-won comrades. 

As the hours wore on the wind increased in violence. 
They might well have grown to think that some malig- 
nant demon of the weather had marked them for de- 
struction. As though the phenomenon of an over- 
clouded sky were not sufficiently disastrous, a sand 
storm blew up in the middle of the night. 

The gust came across the ridges in a sudden blast. 
Jason, walking a bit in advance of the others, felt for 
an instant as though the breath had been sucked from 
his lungs. A whirling cloud of dust and grit enveloped 
him and hard, dry grains of sand pelted his face with a 
stinging of shot. A harsh flurry of sound swept across 
the dunes and the wind moaned along the ridges. 

The storm caught them on the top of an exposed 
hummock. Ducking his face into the crook of his arm 
Jason staggered down across the next hollow and the 
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others struggled along at his heels. The eddies of 
sand whipped around them, beating their eyes, penes 
trating their clothing, pervading the air they breathed. 
Coughing and choking, they stumbled into the lee of a 
nearby dune and dropped upon their knees to crouch 
with heads bowed before the fury of the squall. 

“We'll have to sit it out!” Jason gasped. “Don’t 
open your mouths!” 

Billy had thrown herself upon the ground beside him. 
He stripped off his jerkin and, as naturally and un- 
thinkingly as he might have shielded a younger brother, 
he slid his arm around the girl and drew her close, 
covering their heads with the single garment. And as 
spontaneously as though she were a child in trouble, 
Billy snuggled against him, breathing with her face 
buried in his shoulder. 

Cappy Kidd had sprawled out flat and had drawn his 
big neckerchief over his mouth and nose. There was 
nothing else for any of them to do. 

The wind howled above the dunes, driving clouds of 
dust and sand before it, covering the huddled wayfarers 
with scudding drift. Jason sat with Billy held in the 
protection of his arms, feeling the softness of her, the 
pulse-beat of fluent youth, the warm yielding of her 
body confiding itself to his big-brotherly care. ; 

But he discovered all at once that he did not feel 
the least bit like a big brother. In that moment all 
pretense was shed away. She was a woman, precious 
and infinitely sweet. Their heads were bent together 
under the same covering. The suffocating storm 
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seemed to be something remote, failing to touch them. 
Jason was aware only of Billy’s nearness, of her gentle 
breathing, of an impalpable fragrance that filled his 
senses. A tingling of strange emotions thrilled and 
intoxicated him. 

He was startled, beset with a great wonderment. 
What was it that was happening to him in this bluster- 
ing hour of terror when he should be thinking only of 
his thirst and the smothering sand and the probabilities 
of his death to-morrow? Was he falling in love— 
Johnny Jason who had stalked through life until now, 
immune to the blandishments of all the other women he 
had met? He didn’t try to reason or to answer. Only 
this much he knew surely: he had found strange, new 
happiness, an utter contentment, in this amazing mo- 
ment. It was as though an aching and vital necessity 
had been fulfilled at last. 

How long he and Billy sat there together Jason would 
never know. His thoughts were his own, and he kept 
them to himself. He held himself rigid, fearful that 
she might guess how it was with him, how he longed to 
crush her tightly in his arms and to whisper with his 
lips against hers all the astonishing things he had found 
out about them both. 

Perhaps her woman’s intuition told her more than 
he imagined. Feeling that surged as poignantly as his 
might easily strike an answering spark. It was quite 
probable that she knew he knew she was a girl, and 
feminine instinct would be quick to divine the rest. 
But whatever she may have surmised, she gave no 
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sign. She sat relaxed in the circle of his arm, sheltered 
from the storm, her nose under his collar, her fingers 
lightly clutching his wrist. 

Two or three times they stood up to shake off the 
drift that threatened to bury them and then settled 
back on the new surface of sand and again wrapped 
the jerkin about their heads. They did not talk. If 
they’d opened their mouths they’d have been forced to 
gulp in quantities of flying sand. But there was noth- 
ing to be said. They huddled close to each other, 
waiting in silence for the squall to blow over. 

And at length the wind died out almost as suddenly 
as it had sprung up. There was a last sullen gust, a 
final scattering of sand; then the roar of sound rushed 
off to dwindle away in the distance, and an oppressive 
hush closed down once more over the dunes. 

Jason pulled his head from under the jerkin and 
stood up to look vaguely about him. The slope which 
they had used as a windbreak had grown much less / 
abrupt in its slant and a new dune had rolled up behind 
him. The sand hills for miles around had been re- 
modeled, he knew, with all vestiges of yesterday’s foot- 
prints effaced. He breathed gingerly for a moment or 
, two, feeling as though he had swallowed a part of his 
dusty surroundings. Pulverized grains were embedded 
in his scalp, there was grit in his nose and teeth and 
under his tongue, his clothing had the unpleasant 
texture of sand paper. 

“Well, get up,” he said to Billy, speaking gruffly to 
hide any symptoms of tenderness in his voice. “I guess 
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we've seen the worst that can happen.” He reached 
for her hand and pulled her to her feet. 

“Thank you, Johnny.” She dug her fists into her 
eyes and then shook herself energetically, like a puppy 
that had been rolling in a dusty road. “Oh my—I 
feel scratch-y!”’ 

Cappy Kidd got up, wheezing, and tried to rid him- 
self of the load of detritus that lay thickly upon him. 
“Ain’t it about time now for a little drink?” he inquired 
plaintively. 

Jason unslung the conteen, bent his ear for a second 
to listen to the faint splash of its contents, and then 
gravely passed it to the other man. “Go easy,” he 
said. 

Kidd pulled the stopper, started to tilt the bottle, 
but checked himself and turned to offer it to Billy. 
“You first,” he invited. 

“Go ahead,” she said sharply. 

“All right,” agreed Kidd with a queer laugh. He 
put the neck to his mouth and drank, but heroically al- 
lowed himself no more than the single swallow needed 
* to wash the sand and dirt from his throat. 

Billy and Jason each tipped up the canteen in turn 
-and they were as sparing of the water as Cappy had 
been. When they had finished there was perhaps a 
pint left against the cravings of to-morrow. 

The wind had temporarily blown clear a small patch 
of the sky and a few stars were visible. ‘There were 
not enough of them to say positively which constellation. 
they belonged to, but from the color and low-hanging, 
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position of the brightest star he believed he was looking 
at Scorpio. He shaped his course on that assumption, 
and they moved on. : 

They were afoot through the remainder of that heart- 
breaking night, stopping only at intervals when their 
faltering legs forced them to stop, but always rising to 
push ahead once more when the power of will urged 
them beyond the flagging of endurance. Morning 
caught up with them in the middle of the trackless 
wastes. ‘The mists were burned away by the rising sun. 
As the pearly dawn turned to pink and gold the wraiths 
of cloud were dissipated and for the first time in a 
dozen hours they beheld the sky and the horizon line. 

Behind them loomed the nest of mountains from 
which they had come down the day before; in the other 
direction they saw the shadowy outline of the farther 
ranges, with a sentinel-like peak standing somewhat in 
the foreground—a cone of a faded, greenish color, 
shaped to appear rather like a crouching bull-frog in 
distant prospect. It was behind this isolated mountain 
somewhere, according to Billy’s map, that the mythical 
water—Vikan Shootak—was to be found. 

Jason’s face was very thoughtful as he studied the 
green tinged mountain. It was a long way off—a full 
day’s tramp. He had heard of men dying of thirst in 
a single day beneath the' desert sun. It would be hot 
to-day, and the three of them were fagged and badly in 
need of water. 

They were a sorry-looking outfit that morning, pow- 
dered from head to foot with white grit, with cracked 
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lips and sunken red-shot eyes. All of them had lost 
weight during the night. The skin of Jason’s hands 
and face was as dry as parchment and had a feeling 
of being stretched over his bones. The three of them 
might have passed for mummies who had been resur- 
rected briefly, condemned to wander for a few dreadful 
hours in that hell-sink of sand and sun. 

The frog-backed mountain was their goal and they 
kept their faces towards it. But the sand was drag- 
ging the strength from their bodies. They found them- 
selves halting at more frequent intervals as the morning 
wore on, found it much more of a mental strain each 
time to nag themselves forward. Once in a long while 
the canteen was passed around and, suffering as they 
were from the fever of thirst, each always had the 
strength of forbearance to dampen just the tongue and 
lips without actually drinking of the pitifully meager 
supply. 

They kept their eyes on the green mountain, and 
while in the rarefied desert atmosphere the inviting 
slopes seemed to be very close at hand, the passing 
hours did not seem to bring them any nearer. The 
dunes forever rolled off before them in an endless glare 
of white. 

Overhead the sun became a huge burning ball. .. 
Temples and wrists throbbed with a painful beat and 
the flesh seemed to dry up under the merciless rays. A 
while before noon the wanderers staggered into the 
shelter of a group of thick-stemmed cacti and dropped 
wearily upon the sand. There was a little shade under 
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the plants, and with their faces covered they tried to 
rest through the noonday heat. 

After Jason felt the tide of blood ebbing from his 
head he sat up and hacked at several of the cactus 
trunks with his knife blade, hoping to find moisture. 
But the plants contained nothing except a dry, sapless 
pulp. He sank back to the ground, pillowed his head 
on his arm and tried to sleep. 

They all dozed fitfully for two or three hours, but 
the tantalizing green mountain kept beckoning, even 
when their eyes were closed. Before the real coolness 
of the afternoon had set in they were on their feet 
again, summoning stiff, tortured muscles into renewed 
activity, stumbling onward. 

They were topping the crest of a fluted sand dune, 
when Jason chanced to notice a small dust cloud rising 
on the horizon to his leftward. Several times that day 
he had suffered hallucinations, seeing brooks or lakes 
or pleasant groves of palm trees. Such desert mirages 
are always forming and fading above the sand glare. 
He thought for a moment now that his vision was trick- 
ing him again. But as he watched the dark streak 
grew bigger, became more definite in outline, moved 
towards him. It was not imagination. Something was 
traveling over the sand. 

Perhaps it was a band of antelope racing across the 
barrens towards a distant water hole. The dust haze 
gradually resolved itself into a group of moving specks. 
They were not antelopes, Jason perceived after a 
couple of minutes, but horses. As he stared with 
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sharper concentration he made out little pencil points 
of figures silhouetted against the sky. There were four 
of them—riders—men. 

Jason and Cappy Kidd exchanged a quick glance, 
but neither spoke. They knew that they had been seen. 
The cavalcade was coming on at a gallop. There could 
be little doubt of the identity of the approaching riders. 
Who would they be if not the Martin outfit? 


CHAPTER XVI 
A TOAST OF DEATH 


In lowering silence the watchers stood on top of the 
sand spit, unmoving. For miles there was nothing 
they could use as a defense, no barricade to hide behind. 
If it came to hostilities they were beaten. Their two 
revolvers would be puny weapons against mounted 
men who had proven themselves to be deadly shots at 
long rifle range. 

The horses came plowing across the dunes, head- 
ing pell-mell for the group waiting on the exposed ridge. 
There were eleven in the bunch, four pack animals, 
four carrying riders in the saddles, and three spare 
mounts. Jason knew who the men were, even before 
they had arrived within hailing distance. He recog- 
nized Bart Martin, short and wiry of figure, who gal- 
loped a few paces in advance of his companions, sitting 
his big, gray broncho with facile grace: José and Brick 
pounding along on either side of the leader, the Mexi- 
- can riding with his long legs spraddled and his trailing 
stirrup-taps almost dragging the ground; the red- 
headed bully jolting heavily as he sat with bunched-up 
body and whacked at his horse with a quirt. The 
riderless animals trailed, behind on leading ropes, and 
at the tail of the procession followed a woman mounted 
on a calico pinto pony. 
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For a minute or two it looked as though the new- 
comers intended to charge the slope and ride down the 
helpless foot-travelers. But suddenly, just as Jason’s 
hand started to grope towards the pistol in Billy’s hol- 
ster, Bart Martin jerked on his reins and pulled up with 
a violence that nearly threw his broncho. Brick and 
José likewise yanked their mounts back on their 
haunches, and at the same time snubbed the hacka- 
more lines around their saddle-horns. The led-horses 
plunged on for a few more paces and then, one after 
another, were brought to a halt by the tightening 
ropes. 

The intruders stood in the thick of an ascending dust 
cloud, curbing their trampling horses and staring at the 
wanderers on the neighboring dune. They had pulled 
up at a standstill just out of pistol range, and they did 
not seem to have any intention of advancing closer. So 
far none of them had made a threatening move. 

“What are they after?” growled Cappy Kidd, stirring 
uneasily. 

No one answered. Jason was squinting against the 
brightness of the sun, watching in grim curiosity. He 
saw Brick reach behind the cantle of his saddle, and 
for a second or two he expected to catch the flash of the 
weapon. But instead of drawing a gun the man merely 
unhooked a canteen, which he swung aloft with the 
gesture of a banqueter offering a toast. 

While his two companions looked on in somber si- 
lence Brick uncorked the canteen, applied the neck to 
his lips, threw back his head and drank long and deeply. 
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Then with a guffaw that carried tauntingly across the 
intervening hollow, he turned in his saddle and handed 
the bottle to Martin. 

In his turn Martin raised the bottle as though he 
were pledging somebody’s health, and he also treated 
himself to a copious swig of water. In silence he 
passed the canteen to José. 

The parched wanderers on the other dune could not 
fail to understand the meaning of the hideous panto- 
mime that was being played out for their edification. 
They were perishing of thirst, and these men had ridden 
up to tantalize and mock them, to drink in dumb show 
an ugly toast of death. 

“The dirty devils!” muttered Kidd. “They know 
the shape we’re in—they know they’ve got us. They’re 
going to have their swig in front of us and then ride 
away and let Nature take her course.” 

“T guess that’s just what they’re going to do,” said 
Billy gently. 

Jason glanced at the girl and turned away abruptly 
with a quivering breath, his swollen, blackened lips 
drawing harshly together. He said nothing, but faced 
the opposite slope, watching. 

José finished drinking and then swung around in his 
saddle and beckoned to the woman astride the pinto 
pony. She rode up beside the Mexican and with a 
sweeping air of politeness he gave her the canteen. 
The woman also was to have a part in the cruel farce. 

She accepted the water bottle but did not raise it to 
her lips. There was something in the attitude of her 


A TOAST OF DEATH 149 


slender figure to suggest uncertainty or reluctance. 
For a moment she hesitated, balancing the canteen in 
her hand; then, without warning, before anyone could 
guess what she was about, she set spurs to her pony 
and started at a gallop across the hollow of the dunes. 

For two or three seconds the woman’s companions 
sat still on their horses, too thunderstruck to move. 
She was heading down the slope, urging her pony for- 
ward, holding the canteen in her lifted hand. The 
spectators on the other slope looked on in breathless 
wonderment. The woman was riding straight for 
them. 

But before her pony had really settled into his pace, 
a fierce shout sounded behind her. José kicked and 
lashed his horse, and in a rush and scuffle of flying 
sand he darted forward in pursuit. 

The feet of the little pinto were scampering, but 
José’s rawboned buckskin had stretched himself in 
long-reaching strides. His first half-dozen jumps car- 
ried him astern of the pony and three more ground- 
spanning leaps hauled him up level with the smaller 
horse. 

José’s lank arm flung out sidewise and he caught at 
the serape that fluttered like a bright pennon from the 
woman’s shoulder. The watchers saw the Mexican 
brace himself as he swung backward with a twisting mo- 
tion of his shoulder and arm. ‘The next instant the 
pinto was pattering onward alone, while the rider tum- 
bled behind the thudding hooves to roll over and over 
in the sand. 
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It was done cold-bloodedly, a brutal thing to watch. 
The woman was literally snatched out of her saddle 
and thrown. She was left on the ground and her pony 
went on, bucking, trying to shake the loose bridle reins 
from his head. The buckskin overran his distance for 
a few jumps, but José had the horse’s jaw open, wrench- 
ing on the bit, dragging for the turn. The big broncho 
came around, leaning perilously for an instant, and then 
lunged back in his own tracks towards the figure twisted 
in the gay serape. 

Jason felt something clutch sharply under his ribs. 
It seemed that the horseman meant to trample the 
woman as she was crawling to her feet. Jason heard 
Billy choke with horror. ‘Stop him!” she said. Both 
of her hands went to the holster she wore at her hip, 
and she brought out her pistol and thrust the butt at 
Jason. ‘‘Here!” she faltered. “Quick!” 

Evidently she assumed that her companion was the 
better shot. There was no time to tell her that in his 
present physical state he probably couldn’t hit the side 
of a dune at point blank range. The pistol was in his 
hand. He snapped off the safety, tried with all his 
will to steady the wabbling barrel—fired. 

He pressed the trigger at the instant his eyes told 
him that the sight was hovering on the horseman. But 
brain and nerves and vision are not apt to synchronize 
when the man is sagging. The bullet went wild. José 
looked back and the white of his teeth flashed between 
his derisive lips. As he turned his head his horse 
swerved a bit to the right. It may have been that he 


A TOAST OF DEATH 151 


twitched the rein unwittingly. Or perhaps he did not 
really intend to ride down the woman. The broncho 
plunged past her so closely that the flying hooves 
splattered her with sand. 

A few paces beyond the canteen lay half buried 
where the woman had dropped it. As agile as a long- 
armed ape, José dipped down from the saddle, swept 
the ground with his fingers and caught up the bottle by 
the sling strap. A moment later he was superbly 
seated again, waving the canteen above his head as he 
galloped up the slope to rejoin his comrades. 

Martin and Brick had stayed on the farther ridge 
with the horses. It was all amusing by-play to them 
and they were laughing. Even the pistol shot seemed 
to have been taken as a joke. The game was in their 
hands and there was no sense in wasting ammunition; 
no need to hurry the deadly work of the desert. They 
waited until the Mexican reached the top of the rise 
and the three crowded together for a talk. Once or 
twice they glanced down at the woman in the serape. 
But after a moment they gathered up their reins and 
started to collect the led-horses. 

There was finality in their movements. Brick and 
José both doffed their sombreros in a mockery of 
farewell. Martin did not look back again. They 
swung to the south and set forward at a decorous trot 
over their own back trail. The riderless pinto whistled 
anxiously across the dunes and suddenly loped away to 
overtake his friends. The woman was left behind. 


CHAPTER XVII 
TO CARRY-ON 


Before the departing horsemen had cleared the rise 
Jason and Billy were stumbling down the slope towards 
the figure in the sand. The woman got up as they 
approached and turned to face them. She swayed a 
little but was able to stand. 

They saw her then for the first time with the muffling 
serape withdrawn from her face. She was young—an 
olive-skinned girl with large, dark-shadowed eyes which 
smoldered with bitter and savage remembrances. On 
her incongruously dimpled chin was a faint blue tattoo 
mark which somehow seemed to heighten her exotic 
prettiness. She was slight in shape, but there was 
gracious sculpturing in every line of her restive, nerve- 
strung body, from her tapering, bare ankles to her 
slender neck and her valiantly carried black head. 

She was neither squaw nor sefiorita. Her coloring 
was a heritage of scorching suns, of desert lands—some- 
where. But her clean-cut aquiline features were purely 
Gringo: not Mexican; not Indian. On a guess Jason 
would have said she was an Arab girl—a Bedouin of 
the Sahara, far-strayed from home. 

As he looked at her he felt a stirring of memory. 
He had seen her somewhere before—even before the 
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he recollected. She was the camel-girl—the woman of 
the circus train. It was she whom Martin and his part- 
ners had attacked behind the railway siding, before the 
camel herd stampeded. It was his attempted defense 
of her that had started him off on his crazy and 
disastrous adventures. 

He stared at her vaguely for a moment. What had 
brought her into the desert with these ruthless men 
who had tried to overpower her behind the circus sid- 
ing? Had they afterwards abducted her or had she 
voluntarily accompanied them? Whatever was the 
reason of her being here, her association with Martin’s 
outfit was ended. They had abandoned her without 
compuncticn and judging by the look of her face, she 
felt anything but kindliness towards them. 

She brushed the sand out of her hair and then took a 
tentative step forward as though to discover whether 
she had suffered injury in the fall from her horse. 

“Are you hurt?” Jason asked. 

She raised her luminous eyes to meet his and said 
something in a language that he was unable to 
understand. 

“She doesn’t speak English,” observed Billy. “You 
don’t, do you?” 

The stranger shook her head and made an expressive 
little gesture with both hands to show that she had no 
idea what they were trying to ask her. 

“What’s your name?” asked Jason. He touched 
himself on the chest. “Johnny,” he said. 

_“Jony,” the girl repeated after him. 
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He nodded towards his companion. “Billy,” he 
said by way of introduction. 

“Beellee!” said the other girl in attempted mimicry, 
and displayed her sharp, white teeth in a comprehend- 
ing smile. She pointed at herself with her forefinger. 
“Lebba,” she informed them. 

“Well, you’re a good kid, Lebba,” said Jason. “It 
surely wasn’t your fault that we didn’t get that water.” 

“Why do you suppose she tried anything so foolish?” 
asked Billy. “She must have known what those men 
would do to her.” 

Jason turned to the stranger. “Bedouin, aren’t 
your” he asked. 

The girl seemed to understand and nodded in reply. 
“Bismillah,” she said. 

“Desert bred and born,” explained Jason. ‘She 
knows all it means to lack water. It’s probably writ- 
ten into the tribal creed—share your drink even with 
your enemy.” 

Cappy Kidd had come down the slope and the Arab 
girl lifted her long lashes for an instant to fix him with 
her curious regard, and then slightly bent her head. 

“She acts as though she knows you,” remarked 
Jason. ‘You don’t happen to parlay Arabic, do you?” 

Kidd’s face was gaunt with suffering and he had 
grown so weak in the legs that he was scarcely able to 
stand; but he could still summon the ghost of a grin. 
“She’s mistaken me for a sheik, I guess,” he remarked. 
“And you can’t hardly blame her for that.’ 

To Jason’s astonishment he turned abruptly to the 
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girl and addressed her in a strange tongue. “Aselamu, 
Alaikum, Marhaba,’ he rattled off with seeming 
glibness. 

The girl apparently knew what he was saying. 
“Salamu aleikum Rahmab Allah,” she replied. 

“Ts that on the level?” demanded Jason. 

“Sure,” returned the amazing Kidd. “I told her 
‘hello, glad to meet you,’ and she said ‘greetings, and 
the peace of Allah be with you.’ ” 

“Where did you pick up the lingo?” asked Jason. 

Cappy laughed feebly. ‘Hanging around an oasis,” 
he said, and then the faint light of humor died in his 
eyes and he slowly shook his head. “I only know a 
few words,” he apologized. 

“Can you ask her how she happened to be with that 
gang?” 

“I’m afraid that’s a little beyond me. Let’s see?” 
Kidd cogitated for a moment, and then proceeded to 
frame a halting sentence or two. 

The Arab girl listened attentively, knitting her thin 
brows. She appeared to get the gist of the question 
and answered in her soft, musical speech. 

“Well?” inquired Jason. 

“Sorry,” said Cappy after a moment’s reflection. “I 
didn’t quite follow it, except there was something about 
a caravan and kidnaped, and I caught the word 
‘hajin,’ which means camels, I believe. But I must 
have muffed it, because there are no camels around 
here.” 

‘Camels’ and a ‘caravan’ and ‘kidnaped’,” mused 
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Jason. “Say, I heard there was a circus touring this 
part of the country. That might be the ‘caravan,’ and 
perhaps she had something to do with the menagery. 
Maybe Martin’s bunch stole her from her people. 
That might make sense, mightn’t it?” 

“You can’t prove it by me,” said Kidd. ‘But I don’t 
see that it’s anything for us to worry about now.” 

“Except that we’ve got to do the best that we can for 
Lebba, which won’t be much,” returned Jason. He 
glanced off towards the southward and scowled after 
the dust cloud that was rolling away across the dunes, 
growing smaller every moment. The horsemen were 
quitting the sand country and it would not be long 
before they disappeared from view. 

“There’s nothing we can do about them,” said Billy, 
guessing his ugly thoughts. ‘We can only take this 
girl with us and go on.” 

Their newly found companion perforce had no choice 
but to cast in her lot with theirs, and when they pushed 
forward again she caught step with Billy, her sandaled 
feet plodding silently in the yielding drift. They 
climbed to the top of the next high knoll and once more 
sighted the frog-backed mountain. ‘The green cone ap- 
peared in bold prospect against the shining sky, and yet 
to their longing eyes it did not seem appreciably nearer 
than it had been at daybreak. ‘They had walked for 
hours, and still the verdant slopes were many miles 
distant. And Jason, for his part, knew that he was 
nearly spent. } 
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He was sure now that he would never reach the 
mountain. But somehow he found the courage to limp 
onward. And the others toiled along beside him. 

The rest of that long afternoon was a dragging out 
of torments growing unbearable. The beat of the sun 
was like fire searing the naked skin, burning into the 
flesh. Strange little prickly lights gathered confusingly 
before the eyes. Lips dried and split, the mouth grew 
raw inside and it became an increasing torture to- 
breathe. 

Jason moved on in an unreal mist, hearing strange 
buzzing sounds in his head, racked by pains that 
throbbed in his temples and down the back of his 
neck. Sometimes he thought of himself as the specter 
of himself, walking outside of the automatic thing he 
once called his body. There were moments of numb- 
ness. There were long stretches of acute suffering. 
There were times when he thought he was going out of 
his mind. 

Cappy Kidd seemed to be in more desperate straits 
than Jason. ‘The shorter, heavier man was staggering 
in his stride and his drawn features had the strained, 
vacant look of a man walking in his sleep. Of the 
three Billy, singularly enough, seemed to be the strong- 
est, to hold the greatest power of endurance. There 
are spirituelle qualities of the creature-being that some- 
times may buttress and exalt mere physical frailties. 
As the day wore on Jason found himself marveling 
more and more at the inexhaustible vitality of the slim,. 
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delicate-looking girl. By mid-afternoon she was break- 
ing the trail, urging her faltering companions on, leading 
the way. 

The Bedouin girl had started fresh, and she walked 
pace for pace with Billy. But as the sun sank over 
the crimsoning dunes, Jason and Cappy began to 
lag. 

The two men tried to keep up, but the last of their 
reserve strength was trickling away in the sand that 
clutched and dragged at their stumbling feet. The 
dunes always rolled endlessly before them, the frog- 
backed mountain seemed as remote as ever before. 

The sun went down, became a red glory on the hori- 
zon, disappeared below the flaming sky; somehow they 
still floundered on. But as twilight began to close over 
the desert Jason knew that the end was at hand. 
There is a limit even to the stubbornness of will. He 
was nearly finished, and it was easy to see that Kidd 
was ready at any minute to collapse. They had made 
the fight, and lost. : 

Cappy was weaving drunkenly now. Before long he 
would begin reeling in circles. Presently he would fall 
down, and would not be able to get up again. The time 
had come when something must be done, before brains 
became too fogged for straight thinking. Jason’s 
swollen lips parted in a smile—a bit awry in its shape— 
but nevertheless, a smile. He dropped back a few 
paces and caught Kidd by the arm. 

“We won’t make it, Cappy,” he said. 

“T know that,’’ muttered the other. 
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“There are two good drinks left in the canteen,” 
said Jason. 

Kidd looked up and there was a half-crazed light in 
his sunken eyes. “Yeh?” 

“TI was thinking,” remarked Jason. “Two good 
drinks would be enough for one of us. A person could 
go a long way on two drinks. Two big drinks of water 
would see one of us through—just one of us!” 

There was something ferocious in Cappy’s fixed glare 
as Jason’s glance searched his face. ‘What do you 
mean?” he demanded in dark suspicion. ‘Which one 
of us?” 

“Not you, Cappy.” 

“Oh, I see!” said Kidd with a savage growl. “You, 
I suppose!” 

“No. Be yourself Cappy!” 

“Who?” persisted the other. 

“Billy.” 

Kidd drew a slow breath and the look of hostility 
faded from his haggard face. ‘You mean that?” 

“Of course.” 

“You think Billy could make it on those two drinks?” 
_ “There’d be a good chance. Billy and Lebba. 
They could keep going most of the night. Lebba’s in 
good shape, and a couple of drinks would put new life 
into Billy.” 

Kidd looked the other man square in the eyes, and he 
tried to smile. “You're a good pal, Johnny,” he said 
with a little choke in his voice. “I’ve—I’m glad I 
knew you.” 
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“T just wanted your say-so,” Jason told him. “A 


third of the water’s yours, you know.” 


“All right. You’ve got my share.” 

“Billy!” Jason suddenly called. 

The girl turned and walked back, gazing anxiously 
at the two men. 

“We’re hoping that there’s a spring back of that 
mountain where the map says we'll find it,” he said. 
“There'll be a moon to-night and you'll probably be 
able to hold the landmarks. But if not, Antares will 
be up—a fiery red star low down in the sky. Antares 
will swing right over that mountain. Follow the star, 
that’s all—it’ll guide you straight.” 

She observed him with narrowing eyes, as though she 
thought he had begun to wander in his mind. 

“You're in better condition than Cappy or I,” he went 


on. “A drink of water now, another one later when 


you need it—you’ll win through.” 

“What?” she asked.  “I—” She caught a sharp 
breath and faced him in horrified comprehension. 
“You mean that—that you two—”’ 

“We're all in,” Jason explained. “Cappy and Ill 
wait for you to come back, after you’ve filled the can- 
teen. You take what water there is now—” 

“Are you mad?” she cried. 

“Not at all. I’m very wise. All three can’t possibly 
get through. Onecan. Cappy and I have elected you. 
You're to save us.” ; 

“No!” Billy shook her head vehemently. “It 
would mean that you two are throwing away your lives. 
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If I went I might not find you again. Or if I did, you 
couldn’t stand another day in this desert. We couldn’t 
possibly get back to you before late to-morrow after- 
noon, and by that time—” She caught herself with a 
sob and was unable to finish. 

Billy had stated the case precisely. Jason and 
Cappy had signed their own warrants of death. But 
there was no need of dwelling on that. He laughed 
recklessly. ‘“‘You’re going to take a drink now, Billy. 
And then you and Lebba are going on to the green 
mountain.” 

“Oh no, I’m not!” she declared. 

“Lebba is desert-wise, I imagine,” said Jason. 
“Stick with her, and she’ll find the way out.” 

“T’ll not touch the water,” said Billy. 

Jason unslung the canteen strap and calmly removed 
the cork. “One drink now,” he asserted. “You'll be 
surprised how many miles you can travel on it.” 

“No!” answered Billy, white to the lips. “You or 
Cappy drink—I won’t!” 

“Please.” 

“Never!” The girl’s eyes flashed. ‘What kind of 
a person do you think I am? We’re in this together, 
and we'll stay together, and we’ll‘share our last drop 
together.” 

Jason handed the canteen to Cappy and stepped 
closer to the girl. He was not sure of his own strength 
and did not propose to blunder. Before che could 
imagine what he was about he reached forward and 
seized her about the shoulders. 
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She started with a protesting gasp. “What are you 
doing?” she cried. 

He did not answer, but gathered her in a tightening 
embrace and began to bend her body backwards. “Let 
go!” she panted, struggling furiously, trying to free 
herself. But she was weaker than he had imagined. 
Or else in the moment of necessity he found a new ac- 
cession of strength. He handled her without difficulty. 
Cappy and Lebba stood by in astonished silence, and 
neither interfered. 

He forced the girl over sideways and they fell to- 
gether in the sand. She was fighting wildly, sobbing 
with impotent anger. Jason’s arm slid about her neck 
_and he held her in the constricting circle, while the fork 
of his hand closed underneath her chin. His other 
hand managed to seize and pinion her flexible, straining 
wrists. 

“Don’t you!” she breathed, her blazing eyes staring 
close into his. “Let me up, I tell you!” 

Jason’s hand slipped upward and a thumb and finger 
closed into her hot cheeks, forcibly prying the teeth 
apart. He was hurting her, he knew, but it was not a 
moment for over-nicety of manners. Anyhow, he kept 
telling himself, she wanted him to believe her a boy. 
He’d show her how rough boys could be with one 
another. 

“You ready, Cappy?” he jerked out over his 
shoulder. ‘ 

- “Yeah!” answered a choking voice behind him, 
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The girl tried to turn her head aside, but Jason 
gripped her tighter and pressed ruthlessly with his 
fingers. She could not help but open her lips. 

“Now!” said Jason. 

Kidd leaned above him and put the neck of the can- 
teen between the girl’s teeth. Then he tilted up the 
bottle. Billy choked and gagged, but Jason held her 
remorselessly, and in the end there was nothing else for 
her to do but swallow. They gave her a second 
draught of water, and then Jason released her and 
_ stood up. 

The girl got to her feet and turned upon him in flar- 
ing indignation. ‘You great big bully!” she stormed. 
“Tf you knew how I hate you!” 

Jason smiled wistfully. He probably had saved her 
life, and in doing so had earned her everlasting dislike. 

“Don’t forget,” he said, “that Cappy and I have 
staked everything on you.” 

“You'll go on now, won’t you?” pleaded Kidd. 
“You can’t do us any good by staying, but if you can 
reach water—well, it’s our last chance.” 

Billy was frankly crying, the big tears streaking her 
grimy face. “You two—it wasn’t fair! But—Tll go 
—I’ve got to now. You've left me no choice.” 

Jason took the canteen from Cappy. “Water!” he 
said broodingly. ‘It doesn’t mean much unless you 
haven’t any. And then when you have it it’s blood, 
new life, bravery—the music of a brass band.” He 
laughed unsteadily. “It'll carry you on, my lad!” 


164 THE RUNAWAY TRAIL 


Billy turned her head aside and moved closer to 
Cappy Kidd. ‘“Good-by,” she said faintly. “Tl try 
so hard—I’ll come back for you!” For an instant she 
hesitated, and then her arms slid around his shoulders 
in a quick, parting embrace. 

Jason shifted his glance with tensely drawn lips, and 
turned to speak in an undertone to Lebba. “For 
Billy,” he said, and shook the canteen by the Arab 
girl’s ear to let her know that a drink was left. He 
indicated Billy with his thumb. “Give it to her when 
she needs it.” 

Lebba nodded to show that she understood, and then 
her black lashes lifted and she raised her eyes in a 
soft, lingering glance. Her tiny fingers reached for- 
ward shyly to rest on his sleeve, trying to tell him what 
she thought of him, assuring him that he could trust 
her. 

Billy turned towards them and beckoned to Lebba 
without appearing to see Jason. “Ready?” she asked. 

Lebba said something in her liquid speech, evidently 
a word of farewell, and then the two girls set off to- 
gether across the dunes. But before they had trav- 
eled twenty paces Billy halted, looked back, and re- 
turned, almost running. She stopped in front of 
Jason. 

“T wasn’t going to do it,” she said with a gulp in 
her throat. ‘You had no right to treat me that way, 
but—I’ve got to say good-by.” Her hand slipped into 
his and gripped tightly for a second. ‘‘You’re brave, 
Johnny. Good-by!”’ 
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She caught a clutching breath, turned and hurried off 
to overtake the other girl. Jason looked after her with 


a mist in his eyes, knowing that he would never see her 
again. 


CHAPTER XVIII 
FROM FARAWAY LANDS 


In a few minutes the girls crossed over the neighbor- 
ing ridge, dipped into the hollow on the other side and 
were lost from sight. And before they were gone 
Cappy Kidd doubled up in a knot, slumped forward and 
fell groaning in the sand. 

“Gotta sleep,” he said in a thickened voice. 

Jason stood over him swaying with dizziness. It 
was strange how easy it was to let go of things when 
the incentive to hold on was gone. “I guess a little 
nap won’t hurt either of us, if we wake again.” 

“T don’ wanna wake,”’ mumbled Cappy with his face 

in the dune. 
_ “TI don’t suppose it matters much whether we do or 
don’t.” Jason sat down, and fumbled at-the laces of 
his hobbed shoe-packs. It was almost as bad as a surgi- 
cal operation to tug the stiff boots from his raw, burning 
feet, but he finally got them off. ‘“Oow!” he moaned. 
“T should have done that long ago. 

“Curiosity’s a funny thing,” he remarked a moment - 
later. “You know, Cappy, I’d like to flop here and 
sleep for good and all, if it wasn’t for wondering what 
kind of a day to-morrow’ll be. The will to live—it’s 
just inquisitiveness.” 

No response came from the still shape in the sand. 
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Kidd had slipped off into unconsciousness, breathing 
laboriously through his mouth. 

Jason leaned over the other man, and then, without 
intention, he slumped forward, stretched out in the dry 
grit and dropped his head upon his arm. Eyelids 
closed like leaden weights and the world went black. 

The moon stood like a burnished-silver platter on 
the top of the nearby dune. A brightness almost of 
daylight shone in Jason’s face when his eyes opened. 
Sleep had stilled the fevered throbbing in his head, had 
cleared his brain. He lay in languorous quiet, remem- 
bering where he was, but grateful for the brief, drugged 
peace that followed for a moment after awakening. 

Cappy Kidd was doubled up in the sand with his 
knees drawn close to his chest, fighting in his sleep for 
breath. It meant an actual effort for Jason to reach 
over and touch the man’s shoulder. 

“Cappy!” he called. 

The sleeper did not stir. Jason sat up cross-legged, 
and then pulled himself to his feet. He was weak, his 
legs felt insecure beneath him, but for the present he 
no longer suffered the intolerable pangs of thirst. The 
sky was a deep, rich blue and the stars spread above 
kim in clotted billions, blazing with electric intensity. 
The dunes swam in a flood of mystic light, silent, 
unearthly, beautiful beyond imagining. 

Jason tried to make his companion hear him. He 
shouted in the man’s ear, shook him, kicked the soles 
of his boots. But Kidd was deep-sunken in stupor. 
His lifted hand flopped back on the ground his eyes 
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stared unseeing when Jason drew up the lids to examine 
the pupils. Cappy had traveled as far as he could go. 

There was nothing to be done for him. In all 
probability the sleeper would never awaken. 

After the heat of the day the night seemed bitterly 
cold. Jason stripped off his jerkin and spread it over 
Cappy’s shoulders. ‘Well, so-long,” hesaid. ‘I’m not 
quite ready to quit.” 

Antares gleamed red in the southern horizon. It 
was about midnight. Jason found it impossible to get 
his boots back on his feet, so he tied them together 
over his shoulder. The two girls, of course, had long 
since passed out of sight. He had no expectancy of 
seeing anything when he painfully climbed to the top 
of the nearby ridge. It was only in his mind to go 
on a little farther towards the green mountain. 

But as he looked across the next hollow from the 
top of the rise he saw something moving. ‘There were 
two big, ungainly objects off in the moonlight, 
sauntering along. 

He batted his eyes, supposing that the things would 
vanish. But when he stared again they were still 
there, a couple of huge, grotesque-looking shapes, 
walking slowly across the neighboring slope. 

For a moment or two he stood quietly, gravely study- 
ing the outlines of the monstrous apparitions. His 
overtaxed vision made them about twelve feet tall. 
They had long, stiff-moving legs, hunched-up backs, 
and bobbing, snake-like necks. 

As he watched, however, he noticed that black shad- 
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ows were trailing after the lumbering shapes. It didn’t 
seem quite reasonable for creatures of fancy to throw 
shadows. There must be something genuine about 
these beasts. 

He remembered dimly that he had heard at some 
time or another of wild camels wandering at large in 
the Southwest deserts. The United States government 
imported a large herd from Arabia some years before 
the beginning of the Civil War. At the time it was 
believed that the animals would be valuable for trans- 
port work in the arid lands. But the white drivers did 
not understand the brutes. The majority of the herd 
died off, a few escaped and were never seen again. The 
strays were said to have wandered off into the inacces- 
sible fastnesses of the border country, and even in these 
later years, an occasional prospector or oil seeker drifts 
back to civilization with a story about padded hoof- 
prints he has found, or of strange humped beasts he 
has distantly glimpsed as they slipped off behind some 
remoter stretch of sand-dunes. 

Jason recalled some of these tales to mind. There 
might be something in them after ail. The two big 
bodies on the other slope were alive, shambling awk- 

4, wardly in the moonlight. He couldn’t argue any longer 
with his own eyesight. They were camels—wild 
descendants probably of the original, nearly forgotten 
government herd. 

He walked down the slope, curiously observant, sup- 
posing that the two animals would streak off in a panic 

at his approach. They must have scented him by this 
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time. But singularly they did not change their slow, 
shuffling gait. As he advanced nearer he heard the 
soft plod-plod of cushioned hooves in the sand. And 
still the camels did not run, showed no symptoms of 
uneasiness. 

They were moving so leisurely that even in his stum- 
bling weakness he was able to overtake them. As he 
drew closer to the huge, bobbing figures he heard a 
jingling sound, like bits of metal clinking together, and 
then he discovered that each animal carried on his 
back a swaying bulk which in appearance was like an 
enormous pack saddle. Also he saw that the ungainly 
heads wore bridle-like contraptions of broad leather 
bands, from which long lead ropes dragged in the 
sand. 

They weren’t wild! They were tame camels, broken 
to drive and carry burdens. Jason’s heart felt as 
though it were skipping beats as he staggered ahead in 
sudden, gasping excitement. He didn’t stop to won~- 
der about miracles. His mind was going around in 
clouds. It didn’t matter the least to him where the 
beasts had come from, where they were going, what 
they were doing without their keeper in the middle of 
the lonesome sand hills. The conscious part of him 
was pinned solely on the fact that these were camels, 
saddled, haltered, ready to ride. If he could just 
catch one of them and climb up on his back! 

The rearmost of the pair was a single-humped beast 
—a dromedary—smaller, lighter in build than his com- 
panion. Jason overtook the animal, groped out un- 
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steadily and grabbed the halter rope. ‘Whoa!” he 
yelled. 

The jerking head twisted around to look at him and 
snorted in his face. Otherwise the camel did not seem 
to be particularly disturbed. He continued to tramp 
after the beast ahead, dragging the man with him. 

“Wait a minute!” Jason pleaded, tightening his grip 
on the rope and trying to brace his feet in the sand. 

The camel was caparisoned with ornamental trap- 
pings, bangles, and silken tassels, and patterned Ori- 
ental rugs hanging from saddlebows. There was a 
wreath of metal and glass gewgaws dangling from his 
curved neck, chinking musically with the shoulder- 
ing movements of his body. He clumped his big, un- 
dershot teeth together, blew through his nostrils, and 
kept on walking. 

Jason threw back his weight and dug in his stock- 
inged heels, but he still went plowing through the 
yielding soil. “Stop!” he beseeched. “Allah! Ali 
Baba! Al-Falfa! Al-Kohol! Hajin! Bismiliah!’ 

He was shouting incoherently, tugging on the halter 
rope. “Whoa fellow! Lie down! Atlantic and Pa- 
cific! Bedouin gals! Yea Bo!” In his excitement 
he cried out all the jumbled words that came crazily 
into his mind, dimly hoping to strike some combination 
of sound that would mean something to the pig-headed 
brute. 

To his great astonishment the camel abruptly halted 
and cocked a pair of shaggy ears towards him. ‘“Atta- 
boy!” Jason gasped. ‘Yea bo!” 
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The beast heaved a deep, gusty sigh, the long neck 
dropped and then while Jason stared in gaping amaze- 
ment, the big creature slumped forward onto his knees. 
He knelt that way for a moment with his hind quarters 
in the air, but finally pitched downward and lowered 
the rest of his groaning bulk upon the sand. 

“Well, I'll be darned!” murmured Jason in a feeble 
whisper.’ “Good old Al-Falfa—he understands every- 
thing!” 

With a trembling hand he clutched the wooden fork 
of the big saddle. ‘Steady now!” Even with the 
camel lying on his tucked-up legs, the humped back 
seemed almost too high a peak for an exhausted man to 
reach, but Jason used his hands and feet and finally 
succeeded in sprawling aloft. 

“Now!” he ejaculated as his legs spread astride his 
unaccustomed mount. ‘Up Al-Falfa! Let’s go!” 

He pulled on the halter rope, trying every sort of — 
jerk and twitch he could think of, and astonishingly the 
camel decided to get back on his feet. For a moment 
Jason had a giddy feeling that one of the dunes had 
heaved up beneath him, and then he found himself 
perched far above the ground, with a rocking, lurching, 
odorous hulk of flesh moving off with him through a 
sheen of silvery light. 

It was a queer, unnatural sensation, and for several 
seconds Jason felt a trifle sick. An instinctive rider, 
however, he quickly adjusted his body to the pitch and 
sway of the shambling beast. The movement was 
slower and much less violent than a broncho’s bucking 
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and presently Jason assured himself that after he had a 
drink of water he’d be willing to rough-ride any camel 
that came along. 

When he had accustomed himself to his lofty seat he 
noticed that his mount was tracking off eastward after 
the other camel. This wouldn’t do. “Hold on now!” 
He pulled on the halter line, and then tried it the 
other way, by tossing the rope across the head and 
straining against the neck. The last method seemed 
to work. Al-Falfa grunted protestingly, but swerved, 
nevertheless, and started off on a new course. Jason 
laughed exultantly. He had found out how to steer. 

Presently he was looking down on his own footprints. 
Cappy Kidd was lying somewhere behind the neigh- 
boring dune. He’d go back and pick him up if he 
could. 

As they moved across the slope Jason thought he 
heard a sound behind him. He glanced over his shoul- 
der, and to his surprise he discovered that the second 
camel had about-faced and was now placidly following 
his friend. “That’s fine,” said Jason to his own beast. 
“Here comes Al-Kohol.” 

He was beginning to think that he knew a lot about 
camels, but as he started to climb the side of the dune 
his mount for no reason sheered off unexpectedly to the 
left. He forced the ugly head around, and suddenly 
found himself zig-zagging off too far in the opposite 
direction. Hastily he revised his earlier opinion of 
dromedaries. They could be steered, after a fashion, 
if the driver weren’t too particular where he went. 
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The camel refused the direct rout, and it was only by 
tacking back and forth that Jason finally maneuvered 
him over the ridge and down into the hollow where 
Kidd was stretched out in the sand. 

Jason recalled the words he had used a few minutes 
before when the camel kneeled. He couldn’t believe 
that the animal had responded to any such nonsensical 
command. But he shouted it out, nevertheless,,as they 
lumbered alongside the dark shape on the ground. 

The camel stopped dead in his tracks. 

Jason grinned weakly. It was a magical phrase all 
right. He had hit upon it by the sheerest good luck. 
What the camel thought it meant he couldn’t guess, 
but it must have an Arabic sound and significance. 

Again Jason shouted, and the camel dipped forward, 
bubbling loudly in discontentment, and lowered him- 
self ponderously until he was lying on his chest in the 
sand. 

Jason slid heavily from the saddle and stepped above 
Kidd. The other man was lying in stupefied sleep. 
It was impossible to arouse him, and after several fu- 
tile attempts his comrade gathered him in his arms and 
dragged him to the camel. 

Then Jason summoned his muscles to a supreme ef- 
fort. Where he found the strength that moment he 
could never afterwards tell. He propped Cappy against 
the shaggy flank of the camel. Then he himself 
climbed into the saddle. He reached down, caught the 
man by the arms and hauled him upward. A prodi- 
gious heave at last drew the limp body across the back 
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of the saddle. There were straps hanging from the 
forks, and Jason tied his companion’s hands on one side 
and his feet on the other, securing him like a bag of 
meal. Then he turned, panting, and yanked on the 
halter rope. 

The camel staggered to his feet and Jason headed 
him around towards Antares. A moment later they 
started forward in the moonlight, following the foot- 
prints of the two girls. 


CHAPTER XIX 
SHIPS OF THE DESERT 


With his long legs straddling the slouchy shoulders of 
the dromedary, Jason journeyed in the bright moon- 
light through a strange, fantastic world. He knew he 
was not quite right in his head and he tried to keep 
his mind on the trail before him, striving with a con- 
scious fixity of purpose to remember who he was and 
where he was going, focusing his attention on the glim- 
mering sky-line, where he hoped in time to sight Billy 
and the Bedouin girl. 

But the earth and stars and moon kept weaving and 
sluing around him. At times he felt as though he 
were riding in space, floating high above the ground; or 
again, his body seemed to be leaden substance, bump- 
ing heavily with each jarring step of the camel. 

The second camel—a two-humped animal—was tag- 
ging along, loyally following the dromedary. Jason 
would turn and shout encouragement now and then and 
wave a friendly hand. He felt as though he hadn’t a 
care in the world. At intervals he talked and jested 
at Cappy Kidd, who was unconscious, tied on behind 
like a saddle-bag. Or. once in a while Jason’s voice 
would break out in snatches of song. He would tell 


himself that he was demented, and then laugh at the 
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way the camel’s ears cocked backwards, as though in- 
tent on hearing what was said. 

Although he didn’t know it, it probably was the sound 
of his musical baritone that kept the dromedary quiet 
under the stranger’s guidance. Like cowboys, who 
sing lullabys to the uneasy cattle herds, the desertmen 
of the Sahara serenade their camels if the caravan grows 
restless on the march. Al-Falfa, as Jason persisted in 
calling his shaggy mount, suffered himself to be goaded 
in the general direction that the man wished to go. 
So they went lurching and rocking across the moon- 
bathed dunes, bearing upon the red trail of Scorpion in 
the southwest sky. 

To Jason’s dulled perceptions time and distance no 
longer held any meaning. There were no landmarks 
with which to check off the miles of travel. Each 
dune looked exactly like the dune behind it and the 
one ahead. Save that the moon gradually climbed up 
across the meridian line, the passing hours brought no 
change in the calm and beautiful night. 

By turns Jason coaxed and bulldozed the dromedary, 
remembering even in his half-delirious moments to fol- 
low the scuffled trail of the two who had gone on in ad- 
vance. And at last, far across the windrows of sand, 
he made out a couple of small, black shadows moving 
in the moonlight. 

Jason sent out a yell that carried sharply through the 
great stillness. The shadows halted. He urged the 
camel forward, and presently drew close enough to 
identify the two human figures, turned to the im- 
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mobility of statues and gazing back his direction. 

“Wait a minute!” he shouted. ‘Wait for us.” 

“Who is it?” a faltering voice asked from across the 
dunes. 

“It’s I—it’s Johnny!” THe broke into an insane 
chant: ‘The camels are coming, hurrah, hurrah!” 

He saw two blurred faces staring at him and laughed 
in light-headed exuberance. “Hello Billy! Hello 
Lebba!”’ 

The girls were standing side by side, gripping each 
other’s hands, regarding the approaching camels with 
bewilderment. 

‘What is it?” Billy asked breathlessly. ‘Where'd 
you get ’em?” 

“Picked ’em up in the desert.” Jason rode up to 
where the girls were watching and halted the drome- 
dary. 

“‘Where—where’s Cappy?” said Billy, gazing upward 
with big, wondering eyes. 

“He’s here behind me, taking it easy. Cappy’s 
asleep now, but he’ll be all right.” 

Billy pushed her hand over her face and blinked two 
or three times, as though trying to settle in her mind 
that she really saw a camel with two men on his back. 
“But where—how did you do it?” she stammered. 

The dromedary stood quiet, munching solemnly with 
his lips. “This is Al-Falfa,” said Jason. ‘His friend 
is Al-Kohol.” 

“Where did they come from?” Billy gasped. 

“Don’t know.” Jason did recall distantly that the 
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circus herd of camels had stampeded the night Brom- 
well, the jockey, was shot. Perhaps these were a pair 
from the circus bunch that had kept on running, and 
strayed into the sand country. At this moment, how- 
ever, it didn’t matter whose camels they were. To try 
to make them behave was enough to worry about, with- 
out prying into their history or private lives. “They 
just came along,” he said. ‘You and Lebba see if you 
can climb on Al-Kohol and we'll all go get a drink.” 

The Arabian girl had moved forward to walk around 
the dromedary, examining his saddle trappings with the 
liveliest interest. Suddenly she marched to his head, 
slapped him on the nose, and began talking to him in 
vigorous speech. There was something in her manner 
to say that she had known the animal before, and by 
her tone it might be guessed that Al-Falfa was receiv- 
ing a great scolding. 

When she had finished she strode across the dune, 
stopped in front of the double-humped camel and seized 
his halter rope. She was a midget, standing in the 
shadow of the huge beast, but her small, straight fig- 
ure was bold with authority. “Adaryayo!” she cried 
in a high, childish treble. “Adaryayo!” 

The camel’s head swayed downward meekly, his body 
yielded like a soft bump of putty, and he sank to his 
knees upon the sand. 

Jason looked back, and he grinned feebly when he 
heard the girl’s command. “Adaryayo,” he deduced, 
was an Arabic word kindred to “whoa,” and also mean- 
ing “lie down.” He repeated it under his breath and 
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then muttered: “Atta boy—Yea bo!” When spoken 
rapidly the American and Arabic words had a startling 
similarity of sound. 

‘“Hell’s bells—what'do you know about that?” he ex- 
claimed. “Biggest piece of luck that ever happened to 
me!” 

“What?” asked Billy. 

“That camel thought I knew his language. I was 
yelling at him in United States and he thought I was 
talking Bedouin. I’m just a natural-born camelman, 
and I never even guessed it.” 

Billy hadn’t the faintest idea what he was talking 
about. She regarded him uncertainly for a moment, 
and then glanced up at Kidd, who was hanging limp 
and unconscious across the dromedary’s back. ‘You’re 
sure Cappy’s all right?” she asked anxiously. 

“He’s just tired out, but he’ll come around if we 
ever find a drinking hole.” Jason motioned towards 
the kneeling camel. ‘You’d better climb aboard with 
Lebba and we’ll go for a ride.” 

The Bedouin girl had clambered nimbly into the 
saddle, and was looking around, beckoning to Billy. 

“Coming!” replied the other girl. “I don’t know 
how you found them or ever caught them,” she said over 
her shoulder to Jason. “It’s the most wonderful thing 
I ever heard of.” 

She walked across the dune, and Lebba showed her 
where to place her foot and how to swing up on the 
back of the kneeling animal. When she was mounted 
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the Arab girl gave a sharp order and jerked the camel 
to his feet. 

“Come on!” Jason called, and a moment later the 
four desert wanderers were moving off in single file 
in the direction of the unseen mountains where, per- 
haps, water would be found. 

The rest of that strange journey was but a haze in 
Jason’s mind. Some time in the night he was aware 
of leaving the terrible dunes behind and riding across a 
wide mesa with the smell of sage in his nostrils. He 
noticed subsequently that the camel had quickened his 
pace and was sniffing the air as he pushed onward at 
a lumbering trot, as though he had caught an inviting 
scent ahead. But for the most part it was like travel- 
ing ina dream. Jason had no recollection of the moon 
going down or of the approach of dawn. He remem- 
bered only in the vaguest way the climb through the 
hills, where brush and ragged growths of trees began to 
take the place of tortured desert vegetation. The com- 
ing of daylight scarcely penetrated his waning con- 
sciousness. 

The camel, for some reason, no longer needed urging 
or guidance, and Jason had nothing to do but cling 
to the saddle as they plodded up through deep gulleys 
towards the timbered slopes of the mountains, moving 
onward in the gray dawn, climbing steep, rugged 
heights. 

It was a gurgling Coad of water that aroused his 
failing senses. The dromedary had ascended into thé 
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mountains towards the head of a steep-walled cajfion, 
and then turned abruptly to crash through a dense 
thicket screening the entrance of a branching ravine. 
For fifty paces the animal breasted his way through 
the swishing branches, to halt at last in an open, sweet- 
scented glade, where a basin in the gravel floor caught 
the trickle from a rill of water that came leaping and © 
splashing out of a vent in the mountainside. 

Jason heard the trill of the water, saw the flicker of 
light on the clear, glinting pool, and then lost perception 
of all else save the mad craving of thirst. Having 
waited so long, flesh and blood could not endure another 
instant’s delay. Instead of trying to force the camel 
to kneel, he simply let go and dropped off his perch. 
His legs were not strong enough to hold him, and he 
fell flat. He didn’t try to regain his feet, but sprawled 
forward and plunged his face and hands into the pool. 

The camel had dipped his head and was drinking 
noisily a couple of inches from Jason’s ear. There 
was room enough for them all, beasts and humans; and 
the sweet, gushing water kept the drinking-bowl full. 
Billy and Lebba had dismounted, and they hurried for- 
ward to stretch themselves over the brink. A second or 
two later their camel nuzzled in between them. 

After moments of sheerest ecstasy Jason was recalled 
to his rational self by a hand tugging at his arm. 
“We’ve had enough,” said Billy’s voice. “Let’s not 
forget Cappy.” 

It took the sternest sort of resolution to stop drinking 
before his raging thirst was quenched. But there was 
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no sense in foundering himself. He lifted his head 
with a wet-faced smile. ‘Come on,” he said. 

With Lebba’s help they made the dromedary lie down 
and managed to lower the helpless man from the saddle. 
Cappy was still insensible, and his shrunken, cracking 
skin was burning with fever. They laid him near the 
pool, pried his teeth apart and dripped water into his 
mouth with a soaked handkerchief. He drank greedily 
in his sleep. 

“Do you think he’ll come around?” asked Billy in 
a hushed voice as she watched the faint revival of 
color in his cheeks. 

Jason nodded confidently. ‘What he needs, we’ve 
got. This is the drinking place marked on the map, I 
guess. But if it hadn’t been for the camels smelling 
it out, I’ll bet we’d never have found it.” 

They were all staggering with weariness, but they 
kept on their feet long enough to ungirth the heavy 
camel-saddles and tether the animals in the brush. 
Cappy was given another drink and made comfortable 
on a folded coat. 

For Jason the uttermost of human endurance had 
been reached. He grinned foolishly at Billy, and 
keeled over quietly on the moist gravel. A moment 
later he dozed off, with the faint ripple of water lulling 
his brain. 

A dozen times that day Jason struggled back to a 
contented recognition of his surroundings. He would 
crawl to the pool for a long draught of water, stay 
awake long enough to dribble the life-giving fluid into 
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Cappy Kidd’s mouth, assure himself that ail was well 
with Billy and Lebba, who slept side by side on the 
neighboring slope, and then return with a pleasant feel- 
ing of drowsiness to the burrow he had scooped for him- 
self in the sand. 

The sun was disappearing behind the mountains 
when Jason really awakened. In body he felt like a 
doddering old man; otherwise he was himself again. 
For the first time he was able to take intelligent interest 
in things about him. He was in a narrow brush-choked 
ravine, with sheer, unscalable walls rising high on 
either side. The dense foliage made it impossible to 
see twenty feet up or down the gully. He realized then 
that it was only by freakish good-fortune that they had 
ever reached the place. 

There was a cleared space for a few yards around 
the well, which received its supply of water from a 
living spring issuing out of a fissure in the higher rocks. 
The overflow from the pool, he noticed, ran off in a 
tiny streamlet, which almost immediately lost itself in 
a second fissure that opened under the lower wall of 
the ravine. It was one of the subterranean rivulets, 
common to the mountains of the Southwest, which 
broke forth here into the daylight, only to return again 
to the earth. There was no surface stream to guide 
thirsty wayfarers to the hidden fountainhead. 

Effectively hidden as the pool was, however, the 
wild neighbors knew the place and resorted there in 
numbers. In the moist‘earth about the well were the 
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imprints of many feet, claws and pads and hooves. 
Among the larger visitors Jason identified the tracks 
of antelope and mountain lion. 

Out of consideration for his sleeping companions he 
tiptoed about while making his investigations. Billy 
and Lebba were lying side by side on the upper slope, 
and a little distance away Cappy Kidd was sprawled 
on his back with his face turned to the sky and his 
eyes tightly shut. Jason bent to touch the man’s wrist, 
and found the pulse steady and the skin cool and moist. 
The patient apparently had drifted out of his danger- 
ous coma into quiet and natural slumber. The timely 
discovery of water had saved his life. 

In the thickets behind him Jason could hear the 
clumping of big teeth-stripping foliage from the bushes. 
His adventures of the night before were like the mem- 
ories of a nightmare, but dimly visualized. He wanted 
to look at the two camels, to convince himself that they 
were not creatures of the imagination. 

He was turning off into the brush, when he heard 
a stirring in the gravel where the girls were sleeping. 
Glancing around, he saw that Lebba had awakened. 

The Bedouin girl was sitting up, watching Jason 
‘with a peculiar blending of timidity and boldness in her 
smile. She stood up, stretched her shapely young 
body, and delicately yawned. | 

“Hello,” he said. ‘How do you feel this evening?” 

Lebba said something in her own language, and from 
the brightness of her sparkling eyes he gathered that 
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she was none the worse for her experiences of the day 
before. She looked down at Billy. “Min da?” she 
said. 

It was a question of some sort, but Jason didn’t know 
what the answer was supposed to be, so he shook his 
head and did not reply. 

Lebba tapped herself on the shoulder with a brown 
forefinger. “Sztt,’ she informed Jason, and then 
pointed at Billy and repeated the word. 

He grasped her meaning at once. “Sit” evidently 
was the Bedouin word for girl or woman. She was 
trying to tell him that she knew Billy was a woman. 

“So you’ve found out too, have you?” he said. He 
glanced at Billy, who slept on in placid ignorance of 
his gaze. Then tendrils of her soft, sunny hair had 
blown across her forehead and her long, curving eye- 
lashes shadowed her cheeks. Her red lips were gently 
parted as she breathed, forming a faint little dimple at 
the corner of her mouth. “Yes sir,” said Jason in a 
hushed voice, “she’s wholly and altogether a girl, and 
they don’t come any more feminine than that. It’s 
certainly ridiculous of her to think she can practice 
deception.” 

Billy turned over with a sigh and threw her forearm 
across her face. Fearing that he would disturb her, 
Jason beckoned Lebba and moved cautiously away. 

They entered the thicket, where they heard a tram- 
pling and a swishing in the foliage, and in a moment 
they made out two big, dun-colored shapes half hidden 
among the leaves. Jason blinked and stared and then 
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nodded to himself in grave reassurance. “It didn’t 
seem possible that I’d remembered things straight,” he 
remarked. “But it’s all right. Darned if we haven’t 
got ourselves a couple of camels.” 

The beasts had denuded the bushes of their leaves 
as far as the tether ropes would reach, and it was time 
to shift them to fresh forage. The dromedary tried 
to bite Lebba when she ventured near his head, but 
she smacked him fearlessly with her hand and dragged 
him deeper into the thicket. When they had staked 
out the camels on the new pasturage they returned to 
the water hole to find that Billy had awakened during 
their absence. 

The girl was bending over Kidd with a dripping 
handkerchief in her fingers, but she looked over her 
shoulder when she heard the crunching of footsteps on 
the gravel. 

“Lebba tells me that one of our camels is a fast 
trotter, called a kajin,’ he remarked. ‘The other is 
a two-humper, built on heavier lines for freighting. 
They’ll be a handy pair in our stable.” 

Billy met his glance with casual regard, and there 
was something of aloofness in her manner to tell him 
that she had not forgotten his high-handed treatment 
of her on the night before. ‘“Cappy’s doing wonder- 
fully well,” she stated. ‘We should have him on his 
feet again in a day or two.” 

“We've had an awful lot of luck,” said Jason— 
“about the worst there is, and then on top of it, the very 


best. We ought to be safe and comfortable here until 
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we feel like starting out again.” He peered towards 
the dark covert that formed the lower ravine. ‘Have 
you any idea where we are or by what trails we came?” 

Billy shook her head. “I was so sleepy during the 
last stages of our trip that I didn’t notice much of 
anything.” 

“I guess [’ll go look,” said Jason. He started to 
make his way down the ravine, and the girls decided 
to accompany him. 

There was a clearly defined trail beaten through the 
brush by animals that visited the hidden spring, and 
they followed the path to a place where the branch- 
ing gulley opened into a wider cafion. It was a hun- 
dred yards across, perhaps, between slope and slope. 
The sides of the gulley were wooded with pine and 
pifion and evergreen oak, while smaller shrubbery 
reached in tangled thickets to the precipitous escarp- 
ments above. Down the bottom wash ran the bed of a 
dried-up brook, which in seasons of rain or thawing 
snow, probably swelled to a raging torrent. 

Jason was on the point of moving forward to explore 
a stretch of the waterless stream, but changed his mind 
suddenly and threw out his arm to check his com- 
panions. From the lower gulch his quick ears caught 
a throbbing drum-beat of sound, which increased in 
volume as he jerked his head up to listen. 

The noise grew louder and louder, coming towards 
him like the rush of the wind. It was the galloping of 
hooves. eal 

“Back!” Jason thrust the two girls into the con-. 
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cealment of the nearest clump of bushes and crouched 
down beside them. The thunderous pounding rolled 
up the slope, and as they péered out from cover they 
caught a flicker of rapid movement through the inter- 
spaces of leaves. An instant later a-group of racing 
bodies burst into the open. 

It was a band of horses, unbridled, riderless. 

Jason’s pulses seemed to stumble on the beat and he 
felt his blood surging in the full tide of excitement. 
He had never seen anything more thrilling. There 
were seven or eight animals in the herd. His eyes 
weren’t quick enough to make the count. They fled 
past him in a straggling file, wild things, slim and 
graceful of body, as swift and effortless in flight as 
swallows on the wing. 

A half dozen jumps ahead of the band ran the lead 
horse, his silken mane streaming like smoke, his gal- 
loping feet seeming barely to touch the ground. His 
glossy coat was a light slate blue, a blaze of white 
starred his forehead, his four flashing hocks appeared 
to wear cream colored stockings, rolled down from the 
knees. 

But identifying marks were not needed. Even in 
' the fleeting glimpse he gave of himself, there was no 
mistaking the blood and breed of the royal line. He 
would be none other than the long lost derby winner. 
He was Blueboy. 


CHAPTER XX 
OF ROYAL BREED 


In three seconds the runaway band had vanished 
among the trees, and the patter of their hooves was like 
the diminishing undertones of an orchestral cadence, 
growing fainter and fainter in the distance. Jason 
turned to look at Billy and saw tears of emotion frankly 
glistening in her eyes. 

“Wherever he goes,”’ he said in an awed voice, “the 
king is the king!” 

‘“‘We’ve seen him! It’s true!” she said in a rapt 
whisper. “It’s he!” 

“Gosh!” he exclaimed. ‘Did you notice the 
others? Thoroughbreds! Bangtails, every one of 
them!” 

Billy drew a long breath. ‘The sorrel that followed 
just behind him—I’ve seen her before. I could swear 
she’s Lady Marigold. And another one—black as the 
ace of spades—I don’t know her name, but you could 
tell at a glance, she’s of the quality. At least three 
of them are strays from that wrecked racing train. 
Five years—they’ve been running loose for five years 
in no-man’s country.” 

“Ruling it!” said Jason. “The king and the queens 
and the royal family! “I didn’t get much of a look at 


that bunch in back, except to notice that they were 
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young horses—one, two and three-year olds. You 
know what that means?” 

“Wild horses,” said Billy, “born and bred in the 
desert. They’re called mustangs, aren’t they?” 

“Ves, mustangs,” said Jason with a grin. “The lost 
dauphins! Uncurried ragamuffins, who’ve never had 
an oat to eat or a blanket to wear, but in whose blood 
the purple runs back to the ancient Arabians. What 
do you think, Lebba? You ought to know something 
about it.” 

The Bedouin girl shook her head. She could not tell 
them what was in her thoughts. But her little dark 
face was alive with eagerness. It was clear enough 
that she knew and appreciated fine horses and that 
she was as deeply stirred as either of her companions 
by the magnificent sight they had witnessed. 

“I’m glad she saw them too,” remarked Jason. 
“She'll probably be willing to stick along with us now 
and teach us how to manage the camels.” 

“You mean we can use the camels—” Billy started 
to ask, but broke off gulping as Jason seized her arm. 

“Hush!” he warned her. 

The scamper of the flying feet had died away on the 
slopes above them, but from the lower levels there 
drifted the thud of other hoofbeats cantering up the 


. gulley. 


A second time the watchers effaced themselves in the 
bushes. By the sounds they knew that only one horse 
was approaching. As the animal drew nearer they 
caught a clink of metal among the loose stones of 
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the brook bed. Unlike the runaways that had gone 
on ahead, the trailing horse wore shoes. 

The hidden three had barely time to wonder at the 
unexpected intrusion, when a shadow flicked out from 
behind the covert and a horse and rider appeared, lop~ 
ing heavily up the slope. 

The animal, they saw, was a lanky, buckskin bron- 
cho, and on his back he carried a long-legged man who 
kicked cruelly-spurred heels as he rode and lashed 
savagely behind him with a quirt. They beheld a 
swarthy, saturnine face, shaded by a high-crowned 
sombrero, and recognized José the Mexican. 

Jason felt tremulous fingers on his sleeve as Lebba 
groped towards him for reassurance. But she need not 
have feared. José was hot on the trail of the race . 
horses, and he urged his blowing broncho up the cafion 
without glancing right or left or even suspecting that 
interested eyes were watching from a nearby thicket. 
The hammering of the steel-shod hooves reverberated 
between the cafion walls, and a moment later horse 
and rider had disappeared behind the fringing trees. 

Jason and the girls waited cautiously until they were 
sure that the Mexican’s friends were not following him. 
“He’s chasing Blueboy,” said Billy in a bitter voice as 
they stepped into the open. ‘The pity of it—if he 
should catch him—” 

“Catch him?” scoffed Jason. “Catch Blueboy— 
with that saddle-galled nag of his? Why those runa- 
ways are just playing. «If horses ever laugh I’ll bet 
that bunch are splitting their sides right now.” 
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They started to walk up the slope in the direction the 
horses had gone, Jason leading the way and keeping 
discreetly along the sides of the gorge. As far as he 
knew, he might be in a box cajfion, with no exit at the 
upper end. In which case the trapped runners would 
turn around and pour back down the hill like a flood, 
breaking past José and overwhelming any foot pas- 
sengers who happened to stand in the way. 

But there was no sound of returning hoofbeats. The 
ascending trail followed the brook bed for only a couple 
of hundred yards or so, and then broke away from the 
middle wash to climb the slope of the cafion wall. 
Higher up the fading sky showed through a breach in 
the ramparts of rock. 

Jason and the girls scrambled up the acclivity and 
presently found themselves standing in a wide notch 
that opened before them like a loft door, giving egress 
to the country below. The mountainside dropped off 
beneath them at a dizzy pitch, but Blueboy and his 
band had taken the descent with the agility of sheep, 
and now were racing off across the level mesa that 
rolled down to the plains. 

The hard-riding José had ventured to follow over the 
brink of the cafion wall, but he and his foam-flecked 
buckskin were still making laborious progress towards: 
the bottom, slipping and floundering from one outcrop- 
ping knoll to the next. The wild horses had hopelessly 
outdistanced him. 

As the spectators watched, however, a second horse- 
man darted from the chaparral along the base of the 
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mountain and set out at a breakneck pace on the trail 
of the runaways. The newcomer probably was either 
Brick or Bart Martin, but the distance was too great 
for positive identification. Whoever he might be, he 
galloped close on the heels of Blueboy’s band and was 
roweling his mount unmercifully in an attempt to cut 
down the lead. 

“They’re riding in relays—wearing them down!” 
said Billy, her mouth tense with anxiety. 

“Fine chance!” Jason shrugged contemptuous 
shoulders. ‘Look at ’em!” 

The wild horses must have caught the sound or scent 
of fresh pursuit. Before then they had appeared to 
be traveling as fast as four-legged animals could run, 
but now they began really to stretch themselves. It 
was like touching an electric button. They spurted 
forward, streaking the ground beneath them. The gap 
between the hunted and the hunter opened out so fast 
that the chasing broncho seemed to be galloping with- 
out going anywhere, like a horse on a treadmill. 

Jason stared from the heights with the enraptured 
gaze of an artist viewing a beautiful masterpiece. He 
was talking to himself, almost crooning. “Oh my— 
look at ’em go! Blueboy—go on, Blueboy!”’ 

The fleeing herd skimmed across the mesa, dwindling 
before the eyes. They struck an area of green chap- 
arral and passed out of sight, leaving only a faint dust 
haze to mark the place of vanishing. 

Jason and Billy turned to each other with glowing 
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eyes. “I want him!” said the girl in an ecstatic whis- 
per. “I want that horse!” 

“Nobody’ll get him by running him in relays or rid- 
ing him down. You'll have to out-think him, and in 
the matching of wits it’ll probably be days or even 
weeks before you could get the better of him.” 

Billy looked down through the rift in the cafion 
wall. José and his buckskin had stumbled to the 
bottom of the slope and were moving off stiffly across 
the mesa. Farther out on the plain the second rider 
still was galloping on his dogged and futile chase. 
“Anyhow,” said the girl in a relieved voice, “Martin 
and his crowd aren’t going to put halters on those 
horses—not right away. We’ll have our chance too.” 

From the summit of the cafion wall they gazed across 
a great void; wooded foothills breaking down to the 
chaparral-clad plains, which in turn reached off to the 
deadly sand country. Beyond the dunes they could 
make out the faint tracery of the mountains which they 
had quitted two days before. 

“Blueboy’s range seems to stretch off south and east 
of here,” remarked Jason, staring away towards the 
hazy sky. “From what we’ve seen I take it that he 


likes being a wild horse, and he has sense enough to 
know that he’s safest roaming the walled-in desert be- 
_tween the two nests of mountains.” 


“You mean that he doesn’t ever cross over the 
passes?” 
“Tt’s unlikely that he does. The country on the 
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other side is not so desolate, and that means the danger 
of men. But there’s nothing in this valley to bring 
people, and you can bet Blueboy’s wise enough to know 
it. He and his bunch have spotted the few water holes, 
and by ranging far they can find enough pasturage to 
keep them fit. Their stamping ground’s off yonder, 
and unless they’re chased too hard they won’t be apt 
to leave.” 

“The country down there is like a big corral,” Jason 
went on musingly—‘“fenced by the mountains, with 
only three or four gateways to the world outside. 
There must be a thousand square miles or more of land 
in the inclosure—pilenty of room for any band of 
horses.” He looked at the shapes of the two horse- 
men, growing smailer in the distance, and his eyebrows 
drew together in a narrow line. 

“Plenty of room for horses; he pursued, “but not 
enough for two crowds of horse-hunters. The desert 
isn’t half big enough for us and for Martin’s gang.” 
Jason shook his head and his thin lips twisted in an 
acrid smile. ‘Some of us, I expect, are due to get 
crowded clear off the map.” 


CHAPTER XXI 
THE MUEZZIN CALL 


On the way back to the drinking spring Jason’s in- 
terest was caught by a peculiar formation of rock along 
the cafion slope, and investigation discovered a second 
reservoir of water held in a deep, naturally-formed cis- 
tern which was tucked in a crevice of the wall. It was 
not a living well, like the spring in the branching ravine, 
but a catch-basin, supplied by rain and snow-water, and 
protected from rapid evaporation by the overhang of 
the sheltering cliff. 

Around the brink of the pool were found old, almost 
effaced prints of horses’ hoofs, and back in the deeper 
thicket Jason noticed the charred remnants of an an- 
cient camp fire. 

After a brief survey of the ground he nodded his 
satisfaction. ‘“This is the public well, from the looks 
of it—probably Vikan Shootak, the drinking place 
charted in the desert wanderer’s map. Some man has 
been here ahead of us, and I suspect that Blueboy and 
his bunch water here on occasion. But there are no 
signs of traffic around the spring the camels smelled out. 
That’s our own private and secret pool and it’s apt 
to prove a lucky find for us.” 

They walked down the cafion and passed up the lat- 


eral gulley to the place where they had left the camels. 
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Cappy Kidd was lying by the spring, but he had turned 
over during their absence, and when they approached 
they saw that his eyes were open. 

Kidd had awakened naturally after his long sleep. 
He stirred at the sound of the rustling branches and 
contrived to grin wanly when he caught sight of his 
friends. Although he was too weak to sit up or even to 
speak above a whisper, he unquestionably was coming 
around. Given plenty of sleep and water and nourish- 
ment, he ought to be fit for fresh adventures in a day or 
two. 

Billy acted as though she thought the patient had 
been confided to her exclusive care. She hovered over 
him with affecting concern, giving him a drink, feeling 
his pulse and temples, and rolling up her jerkin to make 
a pillow for his head. Then she sat down by him and, 
ignoring the others, she began to talk to him in a sup- 
pressed voice. 

Probably she was only telling about the things that 
had happened since Cappy lost consciousness the night 
before. Jason could have no quarrel with her for min- - 
istering to their comrade, but his eyes grew moody as 
he observed the ude of her regard when she bent 
over the other man. 

“Can you figure it out, Lebba?” he remarked in an 
aside. ‘Here Cappy and I start even. He’s not such 
a bad guy, but neither am I in some respects. But she 
acts sort of dotty over him, while it seems to pain her 
just to look at me. Are all women as queer as that? 
Take you, for instance: if you were choosing somebody 
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to get fond of, would you pick a little, dumpy, sawed- 
off like him, or would you prefer a—” He checked 
himself with becoming modesty. ‘“There’s nothing per- 
sonal about this, you know,” he finished. “I was just 
wondering, that’s all.” 

The Bedouin girl could have had no idea what he 
was saying, but if he had cared to interpret the look she 
gave him he was given his answer. 

Jason eyed Billy in furtive silence, and then turned 
away with a shrug that was meant to appear careless 
and indifferent. He was not a sort to sulk or to give 
himself up to morbid brooding when affairs did not turn 
out to please him. “A little bit of a short girl in short 
pants, with a short nose and a short temper and hair cut 
shorter than any flapper’s I ever saw,” he observed 
under his breath: “I’m not going to get myself stirred 
up over her.” He faced Lebba with a wistful, boyish 
grin. “Come on, let’s see if you and I can find any- 
thing to eat.” 

There were some mummified scraps of biscuit, sev- 
eral hunks of cold fried bacon and a few soup tablets, 
all left in the food bundle after the journey across the 
dunes, and the four wayfarers made themselves a sup- 
per, Cappy taking his share in the form of a concen- 
trated broth. A plentifyl supply of drinking water 
helped them to overlook the scantiness of the meal and 
they felt better after they had cleaned up the last 
crumbs. 

“We've got to have grub pronto,” declared Jason as 
they gathered about the tiny fire he had kindled in 
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the concealment of the bushes. ‘There’s lots of every- 
thing in the packs we abandoned on the other side of 
the dunes, and I guess it’s up to Lebba and me to 
saddle the camels and bring our belongings over here.” 

“Just why should you and Lebba go?’ inquired 
Billy. 

“Because we’re the two who understand the beasts.” 

“Anyhow Lebba does.” Billy glanced at the Arabian 
girl in frank curiosity. ‘Where do you suppose those 
camels really came from, and how is it that Lebba 
seems to know them?” 

“The camels probably stampeded from that circus 
Cappy was telling about, and Lebba must have belonged 
to the same show, I guess. She’s a good trouper all 
right, wherever she comes from.” Jason turned to the 
Arab. “Want to go ridy on a hajin and help me bring 
back some chow?” He pointed towards the desert 
and then put his finger to his mouth and pretended to 
masticate. 

His meaning was clear enough and the girl nodded 
prompt assent. 

Jason stood up and the Bedouin girl followed suit. 
“Tt shouldn’t take us long,” he said. ‘With luck we’ll 
be back before daybreak. You and Cappy have your 
guns, and there’s no chance of anybody finding this 
place anyhow. You'll be all right here until morning, 
unless you’re afraid of varmints.” 

“If you mean panthers, don’t worry. We're not 
afraid.” Billy got to her feet and followed her com- 
panions into the bush where the camels were tethered. 
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Jason noted every move the Arab girl made and lis- 
tened carefully to her vocal inflections when she com- 
manded the camels to kneel. Next time, he assured 
himself, he’d be able to issue orders on his own ac- 
count. With such assistance as Billy could give they 
hoisted the big saddles and girthed them on the ani- 
mals’ backs. Then he and Lebba mounted the drome- 
dary and pulled the lurching animal to his feet. 

Billy ran to the pool and came back a minute later 
to hand up the filled canteen. ‘Good-by,’’. she said. 
“We'll be watching for you.” 

“So-long.” Jason waved his hand. ‘You see to it 
that Cappy’s on his feet by the time we come back this 
direction. We’ve got a big job of work ahead of us.” 

The journey across the arid country was nothing 
more than a light evening’s jaunt for camel-riders. Al- 
Falfa, the dromedary, after resting all day and filling 
himself with forage and water, was in high fettle that 
night, swinging his stilt-like legs in a fast trot as he 
moved along under Lebba’s guidance. Al-Kohol, the 
heavier, two-humped animal, seemed to be obsessed 
with a constant fear that his friend might desert him, 
and he clumped over the ground in full stride, following 
on without invitation, desperately keeping the pace. 

It was dusk when the travelers left the cafion and 
descended the lower slopes of Bullfrog Mountain; 
darkness stole upon them before they quitted the table- 
lands; but by the time they reached the first of the 
dunes the big, round moon had pushed up to light their 
way. 
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The great waste of sand hills, rolling off in bewitch- 
ing radiance, no longer was a country of horror. To 
Jason, viewing the kindly, peaceful world from a com- 
fortably padded camel-saddle, the memory of yester- 
day’s torments grew dim and unreal, concerning not 
himself, but an illusory someone else who had nearly 
perished in a nightmare place that in no wise resembled 
this quiet, moon-drenched land. 

There is something like ether in the clean desert air 
and he and the camelgirl were in buoyant spirits that 
night. It is amazing how much two people may find to 
say to each other and smile at, even when neither knows 
the other’s language. He taught his companion the 
English words for such things as he could find to point 
at and she dutifully repeated the syllables with a queer, 
lisping inflection, and then in her turn told him the 
equivalent in the Arabic tongue. He learned that a 
gebel is a mountain and gara a hill and gerds sand 
dunes, that bayid meant a long distance, that a drink~ 
ing well was called a shadouk, a saddle a serg, that he 
was mabsuk if he felt happy and that when daylight 
came it was el farg. 

The journey that Jason and his companions had 
failed to accomplish in two days of foot-travel, the long- 
legged camels trotted out in less than four hours. By 
the time they crossed the dunes and reached the old 
camping ground behind the ram’s-horn mountains Jason 
and Lebba were able to make conversation in a curious 
mixture of words and gestures, and the ease of an es- 
tablished friendship had grown up between them. 
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The baggage that had been left behind the day the 
horses were shot, they found intact, piled safely under 
the tarpaulins. Jason had feared that the runaway 
burro might have returned to play havoc with the pro- 
vision bags, and he drew a long breath of thankfulness 
when he assured himself that nothing had been dis- 
turbed. Lebba forced the baggage camel to crawl 
down to the ground, and they loaded him up, piling on 
horse-saddles and bales and duffel-bags and blankets 
and canteens until nothing could be seen of him but a 
long neck sticking out pathetically from underneath a 
mountain of freight. 

Al-Kohol groaned mournful protests as each new 
burden was added to the top-heavy pack, and even 
Jason began to grow alarmed at the increasing bulk 
of the load. Lebba’s teeth flashed white in the moon- 
light when she saw the dubious expression of her com- 
panion’s face, and she coolly handed him more sacks 
to lash in place. 

“You mean to say he can get up with all that truck 
aboard?” demurred Jason incredulously. 

“Bismillah!”?’ The girl took the lashing line and . 
with a few deft hitches she secured the last piece of 
loose luggage. 

“Fell just fall on his back and wave his feet in the 
air,” predicted Jason. 

Lebba stepped to the halter rope and spoke sharply 
into the camel’s twitching ear. Al-Kohol was blub- 
bering in seeming despair, and Jason almost expected 
to see tears pour from his sorrowful eyes. But the 
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Arab evidently knew what she was doing. ‘The beast 
got up. He unfolded himself inch by inch, sounding 
like a creaking winch, and finally stood on his four 
sprawled legs. 

“Allahu Akbar!” gasped the man. “I take it all 
back. The ship of the desert, with a full deck load 
and rarin’ to go! Lebba, my girl, I’d walk a mile any 
time for one of these freighters.” 

They remounted the dromedary and it lacked a half 
hour of midnight when they started back across the sand 
hills, with the heavy-laden transport camel trudging 
silently behind them. 

There was no need of hurrying the return trip, and 
they jogged along quietly over the billows of sand, ac- 
commodating their pace to the lumbering strides of the 
freight camel. They were still in the dunes when the 
moon set, and when the pale streaks of daylight 
combed the sky they were just striking forward across 
the rolling mesa that led up into the terraced foothills. 

The red rim of the morning sun pushed up above the 
horizon while they were climbing the bottom slopes of 
Bullfrog Mountain. As the first crimson rays struck 
the battlements of cliffs, Lebba halted the dromedary, 
commanded him to kneel and jumped down from the 
saddle. Then she reached up for Jason’s hand, and al- — 
though he failed to guess what she had in mind, be 
obediently slid off the camel. Hs 

Without a word the girl turned to face the east, and ~ 
suddenly swayed forward with a lithe movement, drop- 
ping to her knees and bending down from the waist 
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until her forehead touched the earth. For an instant 
her fingers tugged at his, and he relaxed and leaned 
forward to crouch beside her. The great, ungainly 
shadows of the two camels stretched across the ground 
before them, and the desert reached off beyond to the 
blood-red sky, a naked, haunting silence, a land of 
glaring sunshine and mysterious shadows, calm and 
breathless and endless. 

Jason felt no sense of awkwardness or strangeness 
as he waited beside the little Bedouin, facing the 
morning sun. Her God was not his God, but he could 
share her feeling of meekness as his glance reached to 
the far spaces of the vast, appalling barrens. It 
seemed only fitting to greet the majesty of the day in 
a spirit of humility.. And when a girl like Lebba 
prayed, her friend could do no less than uncover his 
head and lower his eyes respectfully while she answered. 
the muezzin call. 

“Shehada!” she murmured at length, and got lightly 
to her feet. 

Jason stood silent for a moment, looking out across 
the open country. His glance ranged beyond the glare 
of the dunes, beyond the darker mesas, and lifted to 
scan the line of the mountains more than twenty miles 
away. The distant slopes for long stretches were a 
. faded brown in color, but at irregular intervals the dun ~ 
. tints gave way to faint splashes of green, as though a 
paint brush had been daubed about here and there to. 
enliven the dingy backgrounds. 

The green spots marked the places where there were: 
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growing clumps of vegetation—oases. “That means 
water,” said Jason stretching his arm to point. “Sha- 
douk. Places where horses go to drink.” 

He unslung his binoculars and focused the lenses 
on one of the verdant patches. As he looked he saw 
a thin curl of dark smoke float above the distant 
trees. His eyes contracted and he peered with sharp 
inquisitiveness. 

It was smoke, unquestionably, but instead of rising 
in a straight, unbroken column, as it naturally should 
on a windless day such as this, it drifted up in little 
puffs. He counted the smoke wisps—one, two, three. 
They looked like tobacco rings blown lazily skyward. 
There was an interval in which the fumes disappeared, 
and then again a series of small, greasy-looking clouds 
were wafted into the air. 

Jason swept his glance across country and after 
searching widely he discovered a second spiral of smoke 
ascending from another patch of green, situated many 
miles to the southward. The distance was too great 
to pick up any movement of horses or men, even with 
the aid of high power binoculars. But without seeing, 
he could guess who had built the smudges. 

“Signal fires,” he muttered. ‘“That’ll be Bart Mar- 
tin and his gang. Want to see?” He gave Lebba the 
glasses and tried to show her where to look. 

“They’ve got the right system,” he said, and there 
was a trace of anxiety in his eyes as he stared towards 
the farther edges of the desert. ‘“They’ve split up— 
divided among the oases, fifteen or twenty miles apart. 
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And now they’re talking back and forth with smoke, 
telling each other the lay of the land. Blueboy’s 
bunch must be off there somewhere and they’ve got to 
go in to the holes to drink.” 

Lebba gazed through the binoculars for a moment 
and then turned questioningly to Jason. “Min da?” . 
she asked. 

“Martin and his bunch of hellions,” he answered 
grimly. ‘Who else? They’ve spread out to cover a 
big stretch of country and they’ve got a couple of re- 
mounts apiece. One’ll take up the chase when the 
others fall out, and even race horses can’t stand a 
continuous performance, especially if they’re cut off 
from their drinking water. They’ll run ’em ragged.” 

Jason encased his glasses and shouldered the strap 
with a jerk. ‘At that,” he reflected, “I give Blueboy 
three or four more days of the wild, free life, and if 
we move lively enough maybe we can deal ourselves 
the topping hand.” 


CHAPTER XXII 
THE TRAP 


As he was about to turn back to the waiting drome- 
dary Jason’s roving eye was caught by the bright, 
butter-yellow flowers of a bunch of creosote bushes, 
growing on the nearby slope. He halted, with a 
speculative glance at his pretty companion. 

“How old are you, Lebba?” he idly inquired. 

The girl raised her lashes questioningly. 

“T mean honestly and truly.” Jason indicated him- 
self and held up both hands twice and then exhibited 
seven fingers in addition. “That’s for Johnny— 
twenty-seven years.” 

With a nod the girl lifted her small hands, spreading 
her ten fingers for his inspection, and then closing them 
all but two. : 

“Twelve years?” Jason regarded her in astonishment. 
“No kidding? Well, I’m a heck of a guesser on girls’ 
ages. I thought you were a grown-up woman, about 
the age I thought Billy was before she told me she 
wasn’t.” He wandered across the hillside, gathered a 
handful of the yellow creosote flowers, and returned to 
give them to his companion. ‘For your twelfth birth- 
day,” he said. ‘“There’s an even-dozen of them. You 
don’t mind accepting flowers from a gentleman, do 
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Lebba took the bouquet with a tinkling laugh and 
twined a garland of blossoms in her raven hair. Then 
she and Jason remounted the camel and continued their 
journey. 

They climbed steadily along the rugged slopes and 
presently entered the cafion of Lasting Water. Jason 
kept a keen watch ahead as they worked their way up 
the wooded gulch. The thickets grew so densely along 
the side walls that he would never have guessed the 
existence of a branching ravine. Even though he had 
been careful to fix the location in mind, it was only 
after a minute search that he discovered the screened 
opening leading back to the hidden spring. 

Billy and Cappy were asleep by the pool, rolled up in 
coats and lying on-opposite sides of the sandy hollow. 
The cushion-hooved camels glided so silently through 
the thicket that the camp-keepers failed to awaken. 
The returned travelers pushed back into the farther re- 
cesses of the gulley, unsaddled and removed the packs, 
and tied out the animals to browse among the trees. 
Then they tiptoed down to the spring, collected fuel 
and started the breakfast fire. 

While Lebba was rummaging in the provision bags 

‘her companion brought out his razor. Kneeling, so he 
could see his reflection in the clear pool, he soaped his 
chin and proceeded to shave himself. He paused now 
and then to try out one of his newly learned words of 
Arabic, and the girl attempted to answer him in the 
slang he had taught her. They were laughing at each 
other in restrained gayety, when Jason happened to: 
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turn and see that Billy was sitting up, looking at him 
with one partly opened eye. 

“Good-morning!”’ he said. 

Billy stifled the beginning of a yawn, blinked sharply 
and her azure eyes widened in a stare of amazement. 
“When did you get back?” she exclaimed, raising her- 
self to her feet. 

“Been here for some time. We tried not to wake 
you before breakfast was ready. Brought all the stuff 
with us. Plenty to eat this morning. I hope you 
weren’t worried about us any.” 

Billy glanced from Jason to the elfin-smiling Lebba, 
and there was a tiny flicker in her eyes as she noticed 
the blossoms woven in the other girl’s hair. “No,” 
she answered after a perceptible pause. ‘‘Why should 
we have worried?” 

There was an overstrained look about Billy’s face 
that led Jason to believe that she had spent a restless 
and sleepless night, and probably had only dozed off 
after the coming of dawn. But he kept his observa- 
tions to himself. : 

“You two are quick studies,” Billy remarked with a 
slightly uptilted chin. “Yesterday you couldn’t say 
_a word to each other and this morning you’re jabbering 
away at such a rate that nobody can sleep near you. 
You're clever to have picked up a language in just one 
night.” 

Billy was flippant in manner, but there was some- 
thing a trifle caustic behind her irony, and Jason 
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cocked his head sidewise to fix her with a quizzical 
gaze. ‘We mostly speak the language of flowers and 
of the eyes,” he remarked frivolously. ‘“You’d be 
surprised how easy it is to learn.” 

“Yes,” agreed Billy, arching one delicate eyebrow. 
“T guess it would be very easy when the teacher’s as 
pretty as she is.” 

Jason gave his jaw a final scrape with the razor and 
then shifted an oblique glance at Billy. She was 
pleasantly smiling, and yet, unbelievably, there was 
something in her voice that sounded as though she did 
not quite like his growing too friendly with another 
girl. 

“I’m smitten all right, if that’s what you’re think- 
ing,” he remarked calmly. ‘You couldn’t hardly 
blame me. But it’s a hopeless attachment. I was 
born years too soon. Do you know how old she is? 
She told me. This is her twelfth birthday. She’s just 
twelve years old.” 

“Really?” gasped Billy. 

“Nearer your age than mine.” Jason stopped to 
douse his head, and came up again with water dripping 
from his sun-bleached hair. “And that reminds me— 
I should think you’d spruce up a little yourself. You 
being a boy-scout with such a pretty girl in camp.” 
He turned to Billy with a wicked grin. “You know, 
son, you haven’t shaved in nearly a week.” 

He regarded her with critical concern and reached 
forward as though he meant to rub his finger on her 
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velvety cheek. The girl caught a sharp breath and 
drew backwards, the pink color mounting to her 
temples. 

“So if you want to borrow the old razor, there it is.” 
Jason turned aside and sauntered off towards the head 
of the ravine where the packs were cached. And as 
he moved away he started to sing in jaunty tones: 


He met his Sarah on the old Sahara 

And she loved him ’most a week. 

She was a chick, petite and chic, 

And she called the chap her cheeky sheik— 
Way down yonder in the sage brush. 


When Jason came back to the spring a few minutes 
later, carrying an ax and a coil of rope in his hand, 
he found the two girls bending over the fire preparing 
breakfast. Billy met his glance with unexpected ami- 
cability. ‘What are our plans now?” she asked. 

“T think we’ll start in by making us a horse trap,” 
he said. “And then you and I’ll have to go out and 
scout the country. And we haven’t any time to lose. 
How’s Cappy?” 

“Thanks to you and your camels, Cappy’s going to 
live,” said a voice by the spring. 

Jason faced around to discover that Kidd was awake 
and had drawn himself up to sit with his back propped 
against a bowlder. “Well, how’s the desert waif this 
morning?” 

“Ravenous!” Cappy blinked owl-like in the morn- 
ing sunlight and sniffed at the odors from the frying 
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pans. “If I get enough to eat to-day and the water in 
the spring holds out and I sleep to-night like I did last 
night I can run foot races to-morrow against horses or 
camels or what have you?” 

“To-morrow’s not soon enough. We’ve got to throw 
our ropes on those race horses before the other crowd 
catches up with them, and that doesn’t mean sitting 
around with our hands in our pockets.” 

While they gathered around the fire for breakfast 
Jason outlined a program by which he hoped to corral 
Blueboy’s band. He told Cappy and Billy of the smoke 
signals he had seen that morning. 

“Martin’s outfit have followed the runaways down 
towards the lower end of the barrens,” he said, “and 
each of the men-is ambushed in an oasis. But the 
point is that there are only three of them and there are 
probably quite a few drinking places scattered here and 
there through the big stretch of country below us. 
There aren’t enough riders to cover all the holes, and 
until Blueboy and his friends have been worn down by. 
constant relaying they’ll undoubtedly be able to nip 
in now and then to some unguarded pool and snatch 
themselves a drink.” 

_ + “Oh,” said Billy with a catch in her voice. “I hope 
so!” 

Jason regarded her blandly and shook his head. 
“No you don’t. That’s not the idea. If those horses 
find themselves cut off from water down in the lower 
desert they’ll be forced to work their way back this 
direction and try for the pool up here. And this cafion 
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is made to order for our purpose. This is where we'll 
drop the bars and round them up.” 

Billy stared at Jason, her blue eyes glowing with 
interest. ‘But those men,” she said, “they'll follow 
close on the trail. They’ll be right behind the horses.” 

“Maybe they will,’ agreed Jason mildly. “On the 
other hand, if we have luck, we might be able to halter 
the horses and make our getaway before Martin finds — 
out what’s happened. It’s a chance.” 

“A chance that I’m willing to take,” Billy quietly 
announced. She lifted her rounded chin and her eyes 
were brave with resolve. ‘‘We’re armed and we have 
plenty to eat and drink and we’re well barricaded here. 
We could stand a long siege if we had to.” : 

“That talk suits me!” put in Cappy Kidd and for a | 
moment pugnacious lines changed the expression of his 
good-natured face. “I, for one, am not going to ei 
any rough stuff from that-mob.” 

“If things-get foo hot for us we could ee, the 
horses“and Martin would undoubtedly take after them 


“again and drop his quarrel with us,” remarked Jason. 


“Anyhow,” he added lightly, “we’ve agreed on our 
play.” 

“Excepting the smaller details,” Billy reminded him. 

Jason put down his empty coffee cup, picked up his 
ax and scrambled to his feet. “Take a stroll with 
me,” he invited, “and I’ll show you how it’ll work.” 

The girl promptly got up, and leaving Lebba and 
Cappy in camp, they walked down through the thicket 
and passed out of the narrow, forking ravine into the 
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main cafion below. Following the dry wash, Jason led 
the way to the open, rock-basined pool that they had 
named Lasting Water. 
“We'll just put up a ‘no trespassing’ sign and close 
this well for keeps.” 
Billy raised her head with a puzzled look. “I don’t 
understand,” she said. 
“‘We’re using our own private ravine for the trap,” 
he explained. “It has one entrance and no exits. 
Don’t you see? ' Blueboy’s bunch have been watering 
at this hole, because it’s easier to get at than our spring. 
They probably know about ours. If not they can find 
it. A thirsty horse can smell water a long way off, just 
as our camels did.” 
“Of course,” said Billy eagerly. “Well?” 
“We chase them up from the desert, and they’ll be 
parched. If they find they can’t drink at the old place 
theyll come prospecting for a new one, and that'll be 
our spring.” 
Jason turned aside to examine the ground about him. 
There were a dozen or so small pine trees growing in a 
clump within falling distance of the brimming well, and 
after a moment he stepped forward, calculated his 
angle, and began to chop at the nearest trunk. With 
fast, accurate strokes he cut through the soft wood, 
“and presently the tree toppled, crashed downward and 
dropped with a loud splash across the pool. 

Silently he moved to the left and tackled a second 
tree. He threw a third, a fourth and a fifth, dropping 
each trunk across or alongside the basin of water. Ina 
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half hour or so he had piled up a chevaux-de-frise of 
trunks and limbs through which it would be impossi- 
ble for a horse to force his way to the drinking pool. 

He stepped back to pass his wrist over his forehead, 
and Billy looked at him with an appreciative grin. 
“You're not so stupid this morning,”’ she complimented 
him. ‘Now what, Johnny?” 

“Now we'll set the trigger.” 

They returned to the entrance of the side ravine 
which opened like a doorway through the high wall of 
the main cafion. There were three gnarled oaks stand- 
ing like sentinels, almost in the mouth of the branching 
passage. Jason measured the width of the opening with 
his eye, chose the tallest and thickest of the trees, and 
again set to work with his ax. 

He chopped slowly this time, calculating each stroke 
of his ax, casting his glance aloft at intervals to watch 
the swaying of the upper branches. He cut through — 
the heartwood, but before the trunk was quite ready to 
snap he stopped chopping, leaving the tree standing on 
a thin supporting spindle. 

“Lucky we’re sheltered from the wind here,” he re- 
marked as he moved aside to view his handiwork. “A 
good blow would keel it over, but I guess it’ll stay that 
way until we’re ready to throw it.” 

Uncoiling the long rope he had brought with him, he 
tied a slipnoose and lassooed a snag of a broken bough 
that jutted from the trunk, twenty or thirty feet above 
the ground. He carried the line to the opposite side of 
the ravine, slinging it high enough for a horse or camel 
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to walk underneath, and knotting the free end in a 
convenient sapling. 

“Now,” he asserted as he shouldered the ax, “if we 
should entice the horses up this gully all we need to do 
is to give the rope a yank and that tree’ll bust off at the 
base and drop across the entrance, and there you are. 
And the place is so beautifully hidden that Bart Martin 
might not even guess we have Blueboy corralled. 

“You’ve heard of the Jiu Jitsu trick by which you let 
the other chap do the work while you win the deci- 
sion?” he pursued as they sauntered back to camp. 
“Well, if things pan out Martin and his friends will have 
done about two-thirds of our job for us. They’re run- 
ning Blueboy now, shooing him away from the water 
holes. You and I will slip out on, Al-Falfa to-night and 
help to keep the party lively. With our two crowds 
covering the lower barrens those race horses sooner or 
later simply will have to come up this direction for their 
drinks. See what I mean?” 

“We'll be playing a risky game,” said Billy, but her 
roguish lips curved in a reckless laugh. “It’s worth 
trying.” 

“T don’t know that it will be so fearfully dangerous,” 
Johnny observed. “Al-Falfa is what Lebba calls a 
hajin—a fast-trotting camel. I understand from her 
that he can travel forty or fifty miles a day for four or 
five days at a stretch, with very little fodder and no 
water. Martin and his bunch are tied to the drinking 
wells, while we strike off anywhere, for any distance, at 
will. We'll be like the Flying Dutchman. If any- 


218 THE RUNAWAY TRAIL 


body comes looking for us one place he’ll most likely 
find us somewhere else—if we keep our wits about us 
and do our moving at night.” 

On their return to camp Jason left Billy to tell the 
others of their plans, while he sought a shady nook in 
the thicket and rolled up in a blanket. ‘Don’t wake 
me before moon-up,” he called, and serenely fell asleep. 

And the rising moon, in fact, was just beginning to 
shed a ghostly radiance along the higher mountain 
peaks when Jason stirred himself after thirteen hours 
of solid rest. The others, taking his literal word, had 
cooked and eaten their supper long before, without 
bothering to disturb him. But they had saved a snack 
for him, and he bolted down a cold meal, anxious to get 
away. 

They all pitched in to saddle the dromedary and to 
pack provisions and equipment for traveling, and 
within a half hour after Jason awakened he was 
mounted on the camel with Billy perched up behind 
him. He bent forward to have a — understanding 
with Cappy Kidd. 

“There’s an opening in the upper wall of the main 
cafion, overlooking the desert country,” he said. “A 
smoke column there in the.daytime or a flame at night 
would be seen for a great distance. We'll always be 
watching, and we’d see. your signal even if we were 
forty or fifty miles away. If the horses should come 
in here and you spring the tree, or if you want us for 
any reason, let us know. We’ll come.” 
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Cappy shook his head glumly. “I ought to be going 
along myself.” 

“Nonsense!” said Billy. “You must take it easy for 
another day or so. You'll be yourself again by the 
time we get back.” Her eyes were like stars in the 
mellow evening light, radiant with eagerness. ‘So- 
long, Cappy. See you later, Lebba. Take care of 
yourselves.” 

Jason clucked at the camel and prodded him into 
movement. ‘Allez-up!” he cried. And he and Billy 
were off at last on the chase of the wild race horses. 


CHAPTER XXIII 


RUNNIN’ WILD 


As Jason had remarked, it’s great to be a camel and 
pack your own canteen. Al-Falia the haji fully lived 
up to Lebba’s recommendations. For speed and en- 
durance, for his ability to subsist on nothing but air 
and travel far under his own steam, he was all that 
anybody could ask ina dromedary. If his temper were 
bad and his manners nil, if he were a sleep-walker, a 
tree-scraper and a chronic stampeder, even if he reached 
around once in a while to take a bite at his riders’ 
ankles, Johnny and Billy liked him as much as they 
would ever learn to like a camel. 

“He’s as dumb as he’s ugly,” said Billy, “which 
makes him a hundred percent complete. So in his own 
way he’s perfect.” 

Carrying ‘double,’ Al-Falfa in two days and nights 
showed his human companions practically all there was 
to be seen of the doleful desert. Whenever his driver 
gave him the rein he would go off prospecting for 
water holes. In order to head Blueboy’s band back 
into the mountains Jason deemed it necessary to locate 
the drinking places and scare the horses away. And in 
the course of time the dromedary found every moist 
spot in the entire stretch of bad lands. 

Whenever he scented out a new pool, the system was 
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him, he would decide that something was wrong with 
the water hole, rather than his own nose, and wouid 
go cruising off again in search of a regular sort of 
well where a camel could take a drink. A thirty-mile 
jaunt after supper or just before breakfast meant noth- 
ing to him. At every third or fourth watering place 
he was allowed to refresh himself. 

“The happy medium is the thing,” Jason would ex- 
plain as he dodged Al-Falfa’s chisel-teeth. ‘“‘Not ab- 
stinence, but moderation. Learn to take it or leave 
it, my boy. You'll feel better for it.” 

The horsehunters on several occasions caught sight 
of Blueboy’s bunch, but did not attempt pursuit. 
They were satisfied merely to keep tabs on the move- 
ments of the runaways, to run a quartering course and 
head them off from the water holes. When Jason had 
learned something of local geography, it was not dif- 
ficult to guess in advance about which direction the 
thirsty racers would maneuver after each fresh alarm, 
and more than once he was on hand at some anticipated 
patch of greenery as Blueboy circled in warily to test 
the wind and wheel away again in renewed flight. 

Martin and Brick and José were ranging over the 
barrens, and scarcely an hour went by that one or 
another of the hard-riding trio was not sighted in the 
distance, spurring his horse on the ruthless trail. They 
harried Blueboy ceaselessly through the glaring reaches 
of the desert, spelling men and saddle-horses, hurrying 
him back and forth between the mountain barriers, 
like a ball driven in a polo match. 
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And Blueboy and his family always kept well in the 
lead. Wherever he ran, Lady Marigold and the black. 
mare they called Queen-of-Spades traveled with him, 
shoulder to shoulder, and the colts followed in a close 
group behind. 

Jason had grown rapturous about the colts. A while 
before sundown on the second night he was watching 
a far-off dust cloud through his binoculars. “Blood 
runs true,” he said with a throb of feeling in his 
voice—‘‘more so in horses than in dogs or cattle or 
game fowl, and certainly more so than in human beings. 
Breed a race horse and you’ve got a race horse. Why, 
the little scamps—clean and brave and swift—” He 
stopped to hum under his breath a snatch of an old 
song: 


“However big your daddy is he won’t be missed because 
You'll be as big as daddy is and better than he was—” 


Billy started to laugh and choked instead. “The 
lovely beautiful things!” she gulped and reached for 
her turn with the binoculars. For a moment she gazed 
at the scampering band, and then lowered the glasses. 
She turned and the blue of her eyes was filmed with 
tears. 

“Johnny,” she said, her sensitive mouth tense with 
distress, “‘we can’t go on with this. It’s just too beastly. 
Those horses—tormenting them the way we are—keep- 
ing them from drinking!” 

Jason canted his head on one side and regarded the 
girl fondly. “I suppose you’d rather we quit and let 
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Martin’s gang rope ’em. You’d rather let those 
rapscallions break ’em to the saddle and manhandle 
them while they’re about it.” 

“Oh, no, Johnny!” Billy was deeply troubled. “I 
don’t know what to say!” 

“Then I'll tell you. In the first place that Blueboy’s 
too smart a horse to hang around any place trying to 
get water where it can’t be had. The minute he finds 
that the dry-lid is clamped down on this low country, 
he’ll streak off for Bullfrog Mountain where Cappy’s 
waiting. He’s not going to let himself suffer from 
thirst.” 

“But to drive him in relays—-to worry and plague 
him!” Billy objected. 

“We're not driving him in relays. Blame Bart 
Martin for that. We’re just hurrying things along— 
helping to cut the agony short. The oftener we wave 
those horses off the water holes down here the quicker 
they’ll decide to break for the mountains. And then 
maybe they’ll belong to us.” 

“And then,’ Jason pursued, seductive and tantaliz- 
ing, “you can gentle ’em. Feed ’em oats and sugar and 
scratch their noses, and the first thing you know 
they’ll want to be sitting in your lap.” 

“Oh don’t—Johnny!” Billy’s face was aglow. “I 
guess,” she said faintly after a momentary pause—“I 
guess maybe it’ll be a kindness after all if we go ahead 
and catch them.” 

“And don’t you go on thinking that the fun’s all on 
our side,” Jason said. “I’ll bet that bunch of race 
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horses are having the time of their lives right now. 
That’s what they love—running. ‘They’re entered in 
the great Desert Derby, and likely as not they’ll race 
Martin’s entire string of saddle stock plumb to death 
and even wear poor old Al-Falfa right down to his 
hump. I wouldn’t want to make book that they won’t.” 

In the two days since he had left Bullfrog Mountain, 
Jason was certain that he had not been seen by any 
of Martin’s gang of horse-chasers. He and Billy had 
grown adept at hiding. They did much of their travel- 
ing at night, and in the daytime they were no more than 
a couple of furtive shadows slipping through the gray 
country on a dingy-gray camel, creeping behind the 
ridges of the dunes, dipping into dry arroyos, screening 
themselves in the mesquite patches, shifting their camp 
as swiftly and as unobtrusively as a man changing his 
hat. . 

Their unfriendly neighbors, on the other hand, rode 
boldly against the skyline and built their signal fires 
all over the barrens. It is not difficult to dodge men 
who issue hourly bulletins of their movements. In all 
probability Martin thought the rival horse hunters had 
perished of thirst and by this time were buried per- 
manently under the drifting dunes. And now he and 
his partners were interested solely in the coursing of 
Blueboy. 

So by keeping their eyes open and taking advantage 
of the rolling country, Jason and Billy were able to stay 
out of sight and rove about almost as they pleased. 

They were camped on the third morning by a large, 
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shallow pool fringed with bullrushes and screened by 
screwbean trees and a few tufts of desert palms—a 
wet, rank sink of ground known to the sand Indians as 
a pozo. Since sighting Blueboy’s band the evening 
before they had crossed the entire southern width of 
the dunes. They had been abroad half of the night. 
But they were sparing neither themselves nor the 
camel. At the first hint of dawn Jason threw off his 
blanket, and Billy crawled sleepily from her bed-roll 
the moment she heard him stirring. 

In the chamiso bushes that straggled beyond the 
trees a wren was trilling shrilly and merrily, its high, 
piping notes mingling absurdly with Al-Falfa’s ill- 
tempered grunts and the heavy clump-clump of his 
teeth tearing at the foliage overhead. Whatever the 
dromedary was doing, whether he was shambling along 
on the march or resting under a tree, whether he was 
eating or drinking or just ruminating over his cud, 
awake or asleep, he would bubble and groan and com- 
plain bitterly, as though he were certain that somebody 
was cruelly imposing un him. 

Jason saw to it that the camel’s peg rope was still 
securely fastened, and then gathered a few handfuls 
of woody trash to build a tiny breakfast fire. Billy 
walked down to the pool and returned presently with 
her short hair plastered back wetly from her forehead. 


She brought a bucket of water with-her-and~started™ ~~ 


the coffee pot-boititig. 
To Jason it was a constant marvel how Billy’s skin 
remained so fresh and blooming, in spite of sun and 
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alkali dust and scorching winds. The lack of sleep 
and the unusual hardships of the trail had failed to 
dim the luster of her colorful eyes or lessen the vivid- 
ness of her smile. If she had been a man Jason would 
have enjoyed every minute of their boon-companionship. 
As a woman she enchanted him. 

As she sat by him with a whimsical quirk at the 
corners of her mouth he often thought of leaning for- 
ward and suddenly kissing her startled lips. Some- 
times the impulse sprang from a humorous desire to 
find out what she’d do about it and other times the 
notion wasn’t funny at all, but came to him unbidden 
as a part of the longing that was growing more acute 
day by day. 

By this time he was certain she knew he had seen 
through her ridiculous pretensions. Once in a while, 
when she imagined that he was preoccupied with other 
things, he would turn abruptly and catch her watching 
him with a queer, speculative glance. Then she would 
turn pink and begin talking rapidly and meaninglessly 
of some matter that neither of them was thinking about. 
It was perfectly clear that she understood what was in 
his mind, just as he had guessed her thoughts. But 
still they went ahead playing make-believe, pretending 
that she was a boy. One of these days, he promised 
himself, he’d kiss her sure enough. He’d pay her off 
for trying to gull him. But not this morning! Jason 
was beginning to discover that he was not altogether 
the bold and reckless’ adventurer his acquaintances 
supposed him to be. 
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He was standing by the camel saddle, tugging at the 
lashings of the provision bags, the curve of his ribs 
showing gauntly as he strained at the tightened knots. 
Billy was kneeling by the fire, waiting for the slab of 
bacon, covertly observing the man. Jason’s eyes were 
clear and sparkling in the morning light, his bronzed 
jaw was clean-shaven, his straight body was trained 
down to the same spare, trim lines that made the 
thoroughbred Blueboy a race horse. Yet Jason, who 
could look with such pleasure at his pretty companion, 
never even had an inkling that she might look back at 
him with a kindred feeling. 

Billy smiled dreamily as she watched from behind 
veiling lashes. “‘I’ll bet a lot of girls have been crazy 
about you, Johnny?” she remarked out of a clear sky. 

He swung around, blinking. ‘What are you talking 
about?” he exploded. 

“Haven’t they, Johnny?” 

“Well, if you must get personal—no, they haven't. 
I never knew a lot of girls.” 

There was faint mockery in Billy’s voice, but her 
blue eyes were profound with something else, a search- 
ing, a slow, purposeful appraising, and also a kindliness 
‘and sweetness such as she had never allowed him to 
glimpse before. 

“Billy,” he told her soberly, “there never was but one 
girl. There never’ll be but one. And she’s not crazy 
about me.” 

“How do you know she isn’t? Ever ask her?” 

Jason found his breath coming faster. ‘No,’ he 
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told her as calmly as he could. “Not yet.” 

Billy’s mood of gentleness suddenly changed and 
she stood up witha laugh. ‘Hand me that bacon and 
lend me your knife,’ she said. “And your fire’s smok- 
ing: you’d better do something about it.” 

With a grim setting of his lips Jason jerked a greasy 
package from the grub sack and tossed it into the girl’s 
reaching hand. He was opening his knife blade, but 
stopped, and for no apparent reason dropped on one 
knee behind the camel saddle and reached back to 
grip Billy’s wrist. The girl crouched in hushed won- 
derment, following the direction of Jason’s glance. 

Through the ragged line of trees they saw a move- 
ment along the top of a neighboring sand dune, and a 
band of horses loomed forth in the early dawn to stand 
wraithlike against the background of the blanching 
sky. 

There were eight dark shapes, huddling nervously to- 
gether, looking down towards the oasis. They held 
for a moment in arresting starkness, lean, lithe, rangy 
silhouettes; and even in the dim twilight there could 
be no doubt of flesh and breed. It was Blueboy and 
his followers, reconnoitering the pozo trying for a drink. 

Billy and Jason had headed down to the oasis dur- 
ing the night, expecting the fugitive bunch to range 
across this direction sometime that day. But they 
were taken unawares by the suddenness of the ap- 
parition. Billy had begun to shiver with uncontrolled 
excitement and Jason felt strange pulsations, hot and 
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cold like ague symptoms, chasing up and down his 
backbone. 

The horses stood poised against the skyline, tense as 
set triggers, sniffing the air, staring warily into the 
dusky hollow below them. All at once the big leader 
tossed up his head and advanced a half dozen steps. 
The rest of the line broke apart, hesitated for an in- 
stant, and then moved along behind him. 

Searcely knowing what he did, Jason reached to the 
camel saddle and cautiously loosened the coils of his 
lariat. He seemed to be a little short of breath and 
his fingers felt bigger and less nimble than they should 
be; but he contrived to free the rope and shake out a 
running loop. Then, without speech, he sprawled flat 
on his stomach and started to wriggle his way ahead 
through the chamiso bushes. 

The light morning breeze was in Jason’s face and 
there was slight possibility of the horses winding him. 
Every few seconds he lifted his head cautiously to 
peer through the brush. They were still coming, edg- 
ing towards him mincingly, shy and suspicious as a 
herd of elk. 

By careful crawling Jason reached the outskirting 
bushes. He and the horses had worked closer and 
closer together, and as yet no alarm was given. He 
could see the white socks of the renegade stallion lifting 
high, was near enough to observe the pointed, twitching 
ears and the proud head, to watch the ripple of muscles 
along the shoulders and tapering flanks. The horse- 


230 THE RUNAWAY TRAIL 


lover’s eye at last could measure at close quarters the 
sorrel and the black; was permitted to estimate the 
worth of the five colts, the youngest of which had out- 
grown the shambling stage of foalhood and was big 
enough and strong enough to keep the traveling pace 
of his elders. 

They were a dusty, unkempt bunch, but no groomed 
and blanketed string from a racing stable ever stepped 
with surer, sprightlier tread, or more thrillingly con- 
veyed the meaning of power and speed, electrically 
stored and primed to go... They had been driven hard 
and far; no doubt they were thirsty; but their every 
movement was quick and alert, and not so much as a 
drooping ear betrayed distress or fatigue. 

Jason’s heart was thumping as he heard the clean, 
sharp tread of unshod hooves. His hand slid behind 
him and his fingers twisted into the loop of his lasso. 
The horses were almost near enough. Ten feet closer 
and he would jump to his feet and snake the rope forth 
in a sinuous curve. Another moment 

But that moment never arrived. Perhaps the breeze 
shifted imperceptibly, or Jason may have made some 
sound that his own ears failed to note. 

Blueboy was leading his companions by a length. 
But suddenly his ears bent forward and he stopped with 
a loud snort. Then his high, warning whistle shrilled 
wildly through the morning silence. There was a con- 
fused pounding of hooves, a flirting of tails, and the 
racing band flung off across the dunes in an upburst of 
dust and were gone like a spattering of buckshot. 


CHAPTER XXIV 
AT CLOSE QUARTERS 


Grinning ruefully, Jason walked back to meet Billy, 
trailing his rope behind him. 

“Wouldn’t I have been the prize fool to have tossed 
a noose over that Blueboy?” he asked her. ‘“He’d 
have dragged me to hellangone.” 

She giggled at the sight of his sheepish face. “Then 
what’d you try to do it for?” 

“Blamed if I know!” he confessed. “All those horses 
together sort of dazzled my eyes. To be honest I 
didn’t quite stop to think what I was doing. Your 
young friend Johnny for a minute was close to the 
verge of being out of his head with buck fever.” 

“Tf it’s any satisfaction to you, I had it too,” she 
admitted. “And mine was complete paralysis. I 
couldn’t have crawled out there with a rope if I’d 
wanted to. I couldn’t have moved.” 

“Well now,” said Johnny, ‘‘my advice is to eat fast 
and make ourselves sparse around this settlement be- 
fore some other bozo comes to this pozo. Martin and 
his horse-hounds are likely to come bobbing over that 
dune any minute, hunting Blueboy.” 

“Where now?” asked the girl. 

“This pozo’s about twelve miles nearer to Bullfrog 


Mountain than the well we left last night. The horses 
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are working back towards the high country, just as 
we hoped they would.” 

“Ffow much longer do you think it'll take to drive 
them up there?” 

“Can’t say. Depends on how hard pressed they are. 
But in my opinion we won’t miss amything by striking 
now for that nest of painted buttes off to the westward. 
It wouldn’t surprise me if there’s water beyond those 
rocks. For the last day or so Blueboy’s been edging 
off in that general direction, and I’d almost wager that 
he’ll swing behind those buttes sometime to-night.” 

“You haven’t missed it yet,” Billy complimented 
him. ‘Let’s go.” 

They packed and saddled up in haste and were soon 
mounted on Al-Falfa, jolting northwestward along a 
trough of ground that wound out for miles between a 
series of low-crowned hills. Billy, who by now was a 
novitiate in the vexatious job of camel-driving, sat in 
front this morning to handle the bridle rope. The 
rising sun followed them down the barrens and had 
ascended halfway towards noon when they finally 
climbed out of the bottoms and looked off at the painted 
mesa which they intended to explore that day. 

The country before them was a vast and appalling 
ruin, like some great and picturesque city of towers 
and turrets that had been breached by artillery, swept 
by fire and storm and convulsed by earthquakes. 
Scattered everywhere over the seamed and gutted land 
were monstrous formations of rock; spires and chim- 
neys, giant monoliths, looking at a distance like over- 
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turned skyscrapers, arched causeways and colonnades, 
stadiums and sunken arenas and dungeon pits, battle- 
ments and Trojan walls; tinted a hundred shades of 
glaring color, blues, reds, browns, dil bare, deso- 
late, silent as death. 

A long way off, soft and soothing on the blinding 
landscape, they made out a single smudge of green. 
Al-Falfa’s head jerked around like a compass and he 
slogged onward, sniffing the arid breeze, bound for 
the one cool and restful spot in the forbidding wilder- 
ness of rock. 

As they crossed the first terrace of the uplands Jason 
turned to gaze behind him. A coyote was slinking 
through the greasewood and not far away on the lower 
terrain a small herd of deer was grazing, working 
against the wind. But there were no other vestiges of 
life. Blueboy and his band were hidden somewhere 
behind the distant hills and not even a wisp of smoke 
or far-off dust haze betrayed the whereabouts of Bart 
Martin’s riders. At any moment, however, dark, mov- 
ing specks might climb above the horizon line and 
Jason and Billy pushed on in haste, anxious to lose 
themselves among the buttes before watchful eyes 
sighted them. 

They crossed the ravaged table-lands, approaching 
the solitary patch of green, which their eyes as well 
as Al-Falfa’s nose identified as some sort of water sink, 
tucked incongruously in a chaos of barren rocks. The 
camel quickened his pace without goading and an 
hour’s rough travel brought them at last to the opening 
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of a deep, trenchlike cut where some ancient geological 
settling had split the surface rock and left a hundred- 
yard-wide fissure yawning underfoot. The zig-zagging 
furrow was long enough to have engulfed an entire 
army corps marching in column and was so deep that 
tall growing water oaks and willows barely lifted their | 
tops above the sheer inclosing walls. 

Here the miracle of irrigation had wrought one of 
those strange contradictions that made a veritable 
Looking-glass Land of the desert. In a vast area of 
bald, sun-scorched rock, the open fissure was a swelter- 
ing pocket, rank and verdant as a tropical jungle. 
The trees that choked the bottom gorge were so 
smothered with brush and creeping vines that it was 
impossible to see twenty paces into the riotous tangle of 
green. 

As Al-Falfa picked his soft-footed path down the 
fan-shaped depression entering the sweating hole, they 
caught a rotted scent of fungus growths and looked 
upon vividly colored, orchid-like flowers swinging under 
the dark foliage. The place teemed with minute life. 
A half dozen brilliant plumaged humming-birds poised 
and darted among the blossoms, a crawling chuckwalla 
flashed in the sunlight, and winged beetles and big 
green-bodied flies wheeled and droned through the lazy 
mid-day silence. A colony of yellow wasps had built a 
huge, pear-shaped nest under the branches of an oak 
that reared itself at the entrance of the fissure. 

“There are subterranean water vents in there— 
springs wetting the length of the hollow, forcing things 
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to sprout,” said Jason. There was something oppres- 
sive, almost menacing in the heavy, miasmic atmosphere 
of the place, and without intention he hushed his tones 
of speech. “Water produces beauty, and also dank, 
decaying ugliness.”’ He peered into the dark covert, 
trying to make out what lay beyond. 

“Shall we go in?” asked Billy, shivering in the 
drenching noon-day heat. 

Jason nodded. “Let’s see what it’s like in there.” 

Al-Falfa’s only thought was of the green forage and 
water before him and he jogged unbidden down the 
short incline and shouldered his way through the 
tangled growths that screened the mouth of the fis- 
sure. 

As they crashed into the tall bushes and trailing 
vines a pinging sound, curt, and angry as a bullet, 
whizzed past their ears. ‘Look out!” warned Jason 
sharply, and his companion jerked the camel leftward 
just in time to save them from scraping the big wasps’ 
nest, from which every second or so a yellow-jacketed 
insect issued in headlong flight. 

“Phew!” Jason breathed in relief as they brushed 
past the tree that supported the nest. “I’m glad we 
‘didn’t cause discord in that happy little home.” 

The bottom of the gulley was like a slough, wet and 
soggy, covered with a moldy scum, with dark, stag- 
nant pools lying in the deeper depressions. By staying 
on one side of the middle course, however, the drome- 
dary found the footing solid enough to support his 
‘spreading hooves, and he broke his way through the 
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thickets to the far end of the long fissure. Ducking 
under low boughs and shielding their faces against 
swishing vines, his two riders had managed to stay on 
his back. 

In the deepest recess of the hole they found a slug- 
gish spring bubbling forth from the moss-grown rock. 
The side walls rose steep and high above them and there 
was no breach nor pathway leading to the upper rim. 

“Tt’s a perfect trap,” remarked Jason, “but no better 
than our box-cafion in the mountains. And it’s an 
unwholesome place to camp. I’ve seen all I want to 
SEC, 

“Then let’s get out,” said Billy. 

They allowed Al-Falfa to take a drink, but as their 
canteen was full they didn’t bother to dismount. Shout- 
ing and tugging on the rope they succeeded in pulling 
the camel away from the water. and heading him back 
up the fissure. 

Both were glad to leave the dark and noxious pit 
behind, and they followed the returning trail as hastily 
as they could pick their way over dangerous ground, 
preferring the hot, clean sunlight and the dry air of 
the upper mesa. 

They were approaching the mouth of the ravine 
when Billy, gazing ahead through the dappled shadows, 
suddenly swung back her shoulders and pulled with all 
her slim strength upon the bridle rein. They were 
aware of tall, formless objects stirring behind the screen 
of leaves and heard all at once the cracking of branches 
and the click of iron among the rocks. 
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There was no time left them to slip back into the 
concealing thickets. Billy had halted Al-Falfa, but 
before she could turn him, the curtain of vines was 
ripped apart, and a mounted man broke through the 
covert and pulled his horse up standing, scarcely ten 
paces away. 

The intruder was Bart Martin. It was an astound- 
ing meeting. He blinked and looked vacuously at the 
Swaying camel and the two riders perched on the high 
saddle. Then recognition dawned in his squinting eyes 
and an evil smile tugged down the corners of his 
saturnine mouth. 

“Hey!” he flung back abruptly to someone behind 
him. “See what I’ve found! Come on!” 

There were other horses crashing through the brush, 
and Jason for an instant glimpsed a high-peaked hat 
bobbing above the thicket. He had regained his wits 
as quickly as the other man. But his carbine was 
carried in a sheath tied behind the camel’s saddle and 
it was necessary to turn around to grasp the stock. 

Before he could make a defensive move Martin 
whipped a gun from his belt holster, sighted deliberately 

and fired point-blank at the two camel riders. 


CHAPTER XXV 
HIGH, WIDE AND HANDSOME 


Billy and Jason felt the whistling breath of the forty- 
five bullet as it passed between them and went ripping 
through the foliage beyond, dropping a trail of leaves 
and flying twigs. The thunderous concussion sent Al- 
Falfa into a small panic, and for once in his life he 
moved without argument in the direction his riders 
beseeched him to go. He turned tail on the horsemen, 
stretched out his long neck and dived for the green 
depths of the sheltering thicket like a floundering 
whale. 

“Hang on!” gasped Jason, and he and Billy flat- 
tened themselves upon the camel’s back and clung for 
their lives as they plunged forward, crashing and 
wallowing through a sea of leaves and vines and swish- 
ing branches. The brush swallowed them before Mar- 
tin could think of firing a second time, and after that 
their chief concern was to stop Al-Falfa before they 
were scraped off beneath the trees. 

Jason reached under Billy’s straining arms to help 
her with the rope. Their combined strength finally 
succeeded in bending the camel’s neck, and they forced 
. him to slacken his pace. He-sheered off sidewise, 
blundered over a rock and bumped the ravine wall with 
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But Al-Falfa was built to absorb hard knocks. He 
grunted, rebounded, and in a moment had recovered 
his balance and was ready to go on. 

Fortunately his riders had foreseen their danger. 
Both had jerked up their feet, flung their legs over the 
saddle and jumped clear. They landed right side up 
in the soft turf, Jason still hanging to the halter rope. 
He was quick enough to take a half turn about a 
convenient tree trunk, and he slipped a knot in the 
line and anchored the camel fast before he could start 
running again. 

Jason turned fearfully to look at Billy. Her face was 
scratched and grimy, her shirt was torn at the shoulder 
and there was a smear of red down the length of her 
bare arm. But she could stand and grin stoically at 
him. 

“Billy,” he said unsteadily, “you’re the finest, sweet- 
est, bravest girl I’ve ever known. I’m sorry that I led 
you into this mess.” 

It was out before he realized what he was saying. 
He caught his breath, and then his drawn lips relaxed 
sheepishly as he saw the startled expression of her 
face. 

“When—when did you find that out?” stammered 
Billy, a tinge of rose color dying her cheeks. 

“Find out what?” Jason parried. He turned aside 
for a moment under pretext of tying a second knot in 
the camel’s rope. The precaution, however, was un- 
necessary. Al-Falfa had heaved back two or three 
times on the halter, and finding it impossible to stam- 
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pede any farther, he had decided to calm down and 
start browsing in the underbrush. Jason pulled the 
carbine from its sheath and tilted the gun into the 
crook of his arm. 

“You know what,” stated Billy. “When did you 
find out I wasn’t a boy?” 

“Oh, that! Why, I knew the first second I saw 
you. Gosh! How could I help knowing?” 

“Sometimes I was sure that you had discovered me, 
and then there were times when you had me guessing.” 
Her eyes searched his for a moment, a new-found 
timidity in their velvet depths. ‘Well, ?ma girl. Tm 
guilty.” Her voice rippled into a faint laugh. “What 
are you going to do about it, Johnny?” 

“Do?” he echoed. “What would I do? I like you 
a lot better than if you were a boy, and that’s saying 
plenty. You—” 

He checked himself and stooped to the ground, try- 
ing to see under the screen of underbrush. For a 
couple of moments they had been so absorbed in one 
another, in the breathless intimacy of mutual revelation, 
that they were not as disturbed as they might have 
been by impending dangers. But Jason was recalled 
to himself sharply by a rustling in the foliage. 

Sighting through the leaves he thought he detected a 
quivering movement in a nearby festoon of vines. 
Without an instant’s hesitation he threw up his carbine 
and sent a bullet plowing into the leafy target. 

As the echoing report died between the rocky sides 
of the ravine he waited tensely to observe the effect of 
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the shot. The movement had ceased and a dead silence 
settled about him. Perhaps there was a man crouching 
under the trailing vine, or it might be that imagination 
had tricked him. In any event he was certain that the 
bullet had spent itself harmlessly. But it didn’t matter 
especially. He had served his warning. His enemies 
would know he was armed and alert, and they would 
think twice before walking into the thicket that con- 
cealed him. 

Although he was confident now that the others would 
be afraid to launch a reckless attack, he was not de- 
Juding himself with false hopes. After wantonly 
slaughtering a cavey of horses and leaving a party of 
travelers to perish in the desert, and firing murderously 
at two people, Bart Martin would not dare let his in- 
tended victims return to civilization with the story they 
had to tell. 

“You remember what I said a while ago about this 
being a beautiful trap,’ Jason remarked in a grim 
whisper to his companion. ‘“We’ve walked into it.” 

Billy nodded, understanding the gravity of the issue, 
knowing as well as Jason that the affair was likely to 
end in a finish fight. ‘And they know it,” she said 
with surprising coolness. ‘They caught us here and if 
they can they’ll see to it that we never leave.” 

“There may be two sides to that,” he muttered, his 
eyes like steely points as he peered into the matted 
thicket. 

They were well hidden for the present, but the dense 
growths that shielded them likewise would serve as 
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cover to protect anyone who choose to creep towards 
them. The interval of quiet was not reassuring. 

Jason looked hurriedly about him, worried by the 
hidden menace of every bush and shadowy tree trunk. 
It was a blindman’s business, backed against a wall, 
unable to see a dozen feet in any direction, fearing any 
moment that some wriggling form might crawl unseen 
into close pistol range. 

There was no safe retreat along the bottom of the 
fissure. Above him, however, two-thirds of the way 
towards the top of the wall he discovered a shelf-like 
niche weathered in the crumbling rock. The ledge 
was protected at the rim by a bulging of the stone. 
It was a defensible nook and also offered them the ad- 
vantage of a lookout post. 

“Keep down,” whispered Jason. “I’m going up 
there for a minute.” 

A fan-shaped pile of rubble gave him his start at 
the foot of the steep-pitched slope, and higher up the 
pitted rock afforded numerous clinging places for 
fingers and toes. He swung his weight aloft, scram- 
bling from one rotting seam to another, and within ten 
seconds had hooked his knee over the rim of the shelf 
and slid down into a shallow hole—an eyrie large 
enough for eagles—hollowed back into the face of the 
cliff. 

From Jason’s lofty perch a clearer vista was offered 
through the tree tops. He could look down into open 
patches of ground among the thickets, and off through 
the higher branches he could see the mouth of the 
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ravine and the level mesa beyond, stretching to the 
skyline. 

Decidedly this was the place to stay. He squirmed 
around, intending to descend and give a helping hand 
to Billy. To his surprise he found the girl hanging to 
the face of the cliff, climbing towards him. Not only 
was she coming up without waiting for assistance, but 
she had slung his carbine over her shoulder and 
brought it with her. 

Jason looked down anxiously. But he had no need 
to fear. She mounted with agile confidence from one 
stepping place to the next, and quickly drew herself 
on to the ledge beside him. 

“Why didn’t you wait a minute?” he demanded. 

“Think I had to be carried up—since I’m not a boy 
any more?” Billy laughed impudently. “It isn’t what 
you are, Johnny, it’s what you wear. Breeches are the 
things, my lad. Here’s your rifle.” 

She was slipping over the edge of rock into the hol- 
low beside him, when a hammer thump struck the 
cliff and they were showered with fine splinters of 
stone. Almost the same instant a rifle shot rang 
across the gulley. . 

Jason gripped Billy’s shoulder and pushed her back 
into the niche. ‘They saw you as you rolled over the 
edge,” he grunted. He settled his shoulders com- 
fortably, tossed his hat beside him and peered out be- 
tween two overhanging bowlders. “That came from 
near the mouth of the gulley. I don’t see anybody, 
but there are horses—half dozen or more of ’em. You 
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can barely make ’em out behind the leaves. 
They’re (h 

He thrust the muzzle of his gun between the rocks, 
aimed in haste and pressed the trigger. For a moment 
after the stock kicked back he held his pose, watching 
with dispassionate interest. “Only saw the top of a 
hat—just for a second,” he remarked complacently. 
“Knocked it for a loop. Somebody almost got his hair 
bobbed.” 

“Who was it?” asked Billy. 

“José, I suspect. Looks as though the three of ’em 
are here with all their horses.” 

After that not even the crown of a hat showed above 
the drooping foliage. The men below no doubt were 
lurking in the underbrush, hugging the ground, watch- 
ing the ledge with avid eyes. They would be too wary 
to attempt a rush, but would wait in grim patience 
their chance for the finishing shots. It would be a 
lengthy, cold-blooded affair, with death foredoomed for 
some of them at the end of the day’s work. 

Jason knew that any one of the three men would kill 
Billy or him without a qualm, and he held no mawkish 
scruples over his side of the bargain. If he were for- 
tunate enough to pick them off one after another, his 
conscience still would let him sleep that night. 

He was ready to fire at anything that stirred—to 
shoot to kill. But no chance was given him. He had 
filled the magazine of his carbine and laid his spare 
cartridges in a row on the shelf in front of him. After 
that he waited, watching the dim coverts below, hear- 
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ing no sound except the tearing of leaves and branches 
as Al-Falfa stripped the foliage from the trees. It was 
nerve-fretting, sitting in cramped idleness, peering down 
at shadows, counting the dragging minutes. 

“Where have they gone?” asked Billy with her lips 
near his ear. 

“Skulking—trying to out-stay us. Their horses are 
still in the mouth of the ravine. You can see a tail 
Switch now and then.” 

“Are they apt to leave eventually?” 

“A hungry catamount would leave his stalk just like 
they’ll leave this place.” Jason shook his head. “If 
you were any other girl I’d tried to kid you. But you’re 
the sort of a partner who has a right to know things. 
Well, there are no two ways out for them. They’ve 
got to sink us.” 

“Tf they can,” said Billy. 

Jason’s answering smile was of caressing gentleness. 
“Meaning,” he said—“maybe.” 

The rim of the cliff cast a shadow across the ledge of 
rock—a shadow that had shifted by inches since they 
climbed up to their roosting place. It was a sundial to 
mark oif the slow period of waiting. Gradually, imper- 
ceptibly, the dark line lengthened. The afternoon was 


-on the wane. Al-Falfa was still cropping leaves and 


the horses up at the head of the gulley continued to 
graze and swish at the flies. But for a long while now 
nothing had been seen or heard of the shifty trio of 
men. The silence and suspense were growing almost 
unbearable. 
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“Tf we can stick it until dark we may be able to slip 
on to Al-Falfa’s back and make a break for the open,” 
Jason was moved to remark. “We can’t stay here 
indef—” 

The word was cut in two by a bullet that struck the 
cliff an inch from his head and splashed like a liquid 
substance on the rocks. f 

He ducked and crowded Billy backwards until the 
two of them were flattened in a coffin-like niche that 
scarcely gave them space to breathe. 

From the raking of the shot he knew that the marks- 
man had fired from a position somewhere above him. 
Gingerly lifting his head he stared across the gulley 
towards the rim of the opposite wall. The dense foli- 
age was an almost impenetrable screen, but in two or 
three places there were clear openings from one side to 
the other, between rifts in the tree tops. 

It was obvious that someone had climbed up on the 
height across the way and was ambushed in a spot that 
overlooked the ledge. Jason knew about where to look 
for the man, but the difficulty was to find him. Mean- 
while he and Billy were wedged uncomfortably in a 
shallow hole, aware that their least movement might 
easily be their last. 

“Perhaps we’d be wisest if we dropped off here and 
ran for it now,” suggested the girl in a constricted voice. 

Jason shook his head. “There are probably two of 
them watching at the exit just for that little event. 
The third one up above is hoping to smoke us out—” 

He bit off his speech and fired in haste at a flicker- 
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ing shadow that dodged between two upstanding rocks. 
“Our best bet’s to stay quiet until dark—” he went on 
to say with a curious absence of heat or excitement, 
and then checked himself again to plug a second shot 
across the gulley. 

“See him?” asked Billy breathlessly. 

“Saw something. Not quite sure what.” Jason 
pumped a fresh cartridge into the chamber and peered 
between the tree tops, with only the line of his sun- 
burned forehead offering a vulnerable mark above the 
ledge. Suddenly he cuddled his carbine to his cheek 
and sighted with greater deliberation than before, but 
as he was about to press the trigger he arrested his 
finger to stare with widening eyes. 

There was a fluttering movement behind the rocks 
and as he gazed wonderingly a cautious hand was 
thrust upward and a white handkerchief wig-wagged a 
pacific message across the ravine. ‘Don’t shoot, 
please,” palavered a voice from across the way. “I 
got something to tell you.” 

“Stand up and say it, then,” assented Jason gruffly. 

“No shooting?” questioned the voice anxiously. 
“Word of honor.” 

_ “King’s ex,” agreed Jason. “I won’t touch a trigger 
for sixty seconds. Promise!’ 

There was an interval of hesitation, but at length a 
man’s head and shoulders shoved up nervously above 
the rocks and Jason found himself looking across at 
Bart Martin’s smiling countenance. 

“We're fools to pot one another,” said the man in 
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his suavest tone. “If you people want to call all bets 
off and clear out of here, you can go and we won’t touch 
you in any way. I give you my personal assurance.” 

Jason eyed the man in grim skepticism. “I wouldn’t 
trust any of ’em as far as I could sling Al-Falfa,” he 
remarked between set lips. “They want to lure us 
into the open where they can get a good crack at us. 
Shall I tell him to go chase himself, Billy?” 

The girl did not answer, but reached forward to tug 
at her companion’s sleeve. “Look!” she whispered. 

“What?” Jason glanced around to see that Billy was 
not watching Martin, but was gazing the other direc- 
tion, towards the entrance of the gulley. He followed 
her glance, looking beyond the ravine itself, out across 
the open mesa. In the distance—three or four miles 
away, perhaps—he descried a gray swirl of dust, ap- 
parently moving towards him. 

“Horses!”’ said Billy. 

He watched for a moment with narrowing eyes and ~ 
nodded curtly. “Blueboy undoubtedly. Heading for 
this hole.” He laughed ironically. ‘So that’s why 
Martin wants to quit for a while. He’s sighted ’em too 
and hopes to trap ’em in here. Wants to stop the 
shooting for fear of frightening them off.” 

“What are you going to do about it?” asked Billy 
apprehensively. ‘Don’t let ’em get those horses!” 

“Not a chance,” said Jason. “First place, if they 
get ’em, why they have lots of leisure time then to get 
us.” He turned, swinging the muzzle of his carbine 
towards the man on the opposite cliff. “In three sec- 
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onds I’m going to start sniping!” he shouted in a need- 
lessly loud voice. ‘You'd better disappear quick!” 

Martin glowered savagely across the hollow. “All 
right!” he said. ‘“You’ve asked for it. Don’t blame 
me when you get it!” 

The barrel of Jason’s rifle lifted slightly, and the 
man hastened to scramble out of sight. 

“We're in for big trouble now,” said Jason. “Keep 
down.” He crowded down beside the girl, sheltered 
from the opposite cliff. Instead of peeking out to see 
what Martin intended to do, however, he wriggled 
around the other direction to watch the approaching 
band of horses. 

In the mouth of the ravine Martin’s horses were still 
browsing the brush. The stamping of hooves was 
heard at intervals and now and then a lazy movement 
might be noticed among the leaves. Jason’s glance 
drew along the approach of the ravine, trying to locate 
the men who, he was certain, were hiding there. As 
he peered warily among the trees his attention was 
caught by a round, yellowish shape that for a single 
instant gave him the impression of a bloated, grotesque 
face staring through the treetops. His eyes flickered 


in startled wonderment, and then his muscles relaxed 


and he leaned his head on the rocks and weakly 
laughed. 

“Oh my, oh my!” he muttered. “Billy, come here 
carefully. I want you to look down on this peaceful 
scene before it all changes.” 

Without a word the girl crept forward to lie prone 
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at his side her cheek close to his. “What?” she asked 
blankly. 

Jason slid the barrel of his carbine over the ledge. 
Slowly he aligned the sights, waited until the weapon 
held as steady as the rock on which it rested, and gently 
pulled the trigger. ‘‘Watch!” he advised as the re- 
port hammered back and forth between the confining 
walls of stone. 

They looked into the hollow below them, Billy agog 
with curiosity, Jason stretched limply beside her, his 
. mouthed crooked in a sinful grin. 

For five seconds a hush held over the ravine; there 
was no visible movement. And then pandemonium 
broke loose. 

It started with a long-drawn howl, a human voice 
shrill with anguish. There was a crash and bang of 
heavy bodies bounding through the underbrush, the 
frantic whicker of a broncho, the pounding of flying 
hooves. ‘The tangle of bushes waved like a stormy sea. 
Suddenly a bunch of horses burst out of the thicket, 
stampeding. There were eight or ten of them, saddled 
and haltered, with reins and stirrups flapping loose, 
shaking their heads and bucking as they ran, squealing, 
crowding and bumping one another in their wild rush 
for the exit. 

Behind the horses two men followed afoot in high- 
heeled boots, Brick and José. They were not running, 
but prancing, rather, from one high place to the next, 
waving their arms as.though they were the sails of 
windmills, clawing at their heads and faces, yelling 
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and shrieking like crazy men as they hurled themselves 
towards the open mesa above them. 

Jason had dropped his carbine and was clinging help- 
lessly to the ledge, his shoulders shaking with laughter. 
“Tt was a—pretty—shot,” he almost sobbed between 
short, convulsive breaths—‘“even if I—say it myself. 
A bull’s-eye! I drilled a bullet plumb through the mid- 
dle of that wasp’s nest—and the whole family of ’em 
stampeded for the open—hell bent—hot pants—like a 
fire brigade on a greased pole!” 


CHAPTER XXVI 
THE “BOY SCOUT” 


To men who have strayed beyond the ragged edges 
of the desert, the horses they ride are as vital factors of 
existence as the water they drink, or the air they 
breathe. A sailor lost overboard from his ship in mid- 
ocean is in a plight scarcely more desperate than a wan- 
derer of the sand country who has lost his horse. 
Brick and José just for a minute were too painfully oc- 
cupied with the murderous cloud of wasps to bother 
their heads over the escaping saddle stock. They 
plunged blindly out of the ravine, their bodies going 
through strange muscular contortions as they ran, 
moved solely by the ambition to travel faster than the 
insects that buzzed hither and yon, planting red-hot 
stingers into everything that moved. 

Bart Martin, on the other hand, was mainly dis- 
tressed by the sight of the runaway horses. He had 
jumped to his feet, with the first yell, to stare in aston- 
ishment at the eruption of noise and activity below him. 
For a space he held clear against the skyline, offering 
a perfect target if Jason had only found the will and 
the strength to lift his rifle. 

“Whoa!” shouted Martin furiously. ‘Whoa now!” 

He turned abruptly and went clumping off to disap- 


pear behind the rocks, but his voice still carried back 
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in diminishing echoes as he cried after the horses and 
sprinted across the hillside in the vain hope of heading 
them off. 

Jason and Billy found themselves clinging to one 
another, feeble with mirth, spectators in gallery seats, 
with the panorama of the mesa spread out before them. 
Far out on the level plain Blueboy and his band had 
wheeled, and were only faint specks now, rapidly fad- 
ing from sight. In closer prospect they saw Martin’s 
saddle horses kicking up their heels and scattering all 
directions among the painted buttes. José and Brick 
were still laboring on their way, fanning themselves 
with their hats, traveling not far behind the horses. 

“Oh, Billy, Billy!” Jason was gurgling. ‘Aren’t 
you glad that Johnny brought you?” 

Tears of pure joy were shining in Billy’s eyes. 
“Please, oh please!’ she choked. ‘Don’t say anything 


funny. I can’t stand any more!” 


Jason sat up limply, without any fear of danger. 
Those of his enemies who were not chasing horses were 
being chased by wasps. He dangled his legs over the 
ledge and tried his best to recapture some semblance of 
dignity and sobriety. 

“This gulley,” he said, “has gone and emptied itself 
of all members of the animal kingdom.” 

“?Cepting Johnny and Billy and old Al-Falfa,” Billy 
gasped. 

Jason snickered again, and again tried to control the 
twitching lines of his face. He looked down from the 
shelf. “If we can make that camel run a gauntlet,” 
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he said, “‘this is the time for us to sneak. Come on!” 

Somehow they contrived to get down from the ledge 
without breaking their necks. They wound handker- 
chiefs about their heads and faces and pulled their hats 
down as far as they would go. Al-Falfa was untied 
and forced to kneel; they mounted and pulled him to 
his feet. Jason had made Billy cover herself with one 
of the blankets and sit behind him. He drew his hands 
back into the sleeves of his leather jerkin and took a 
half turn of the bridle line about his wrist. “Now!” 
he cried. 

Under his guidance Al-Falfa started for the mouth 
of the gulley. Before they had advanced three paces 
they heard angry hummings and zippings in the flower- 
scented air. The camel suddenly hunched himself 
and kicked out two directions at once. 

““At ’em!”? shouted Jason, his voice muffled in his 
chest. He shook out the rein. 

Al-Falfa needed no further invitation. A camel, 
with his shaggy hair and tough hide, is better armored 
against stinging insects than a horse. Nevertheless, 
the wasps must have touched him several times. He 
was doing shuffle-footed dance steps as he went through 
the ravine, but his strange jumping-jack gait did not 
seem to hamper his speed. His body packed itself up 
behind his bobbing head, and he streaked it up the 
slope and out of the ill-omened gulley before his riders 
had fairly settled themselves on his back. 

Thanks to the precautions they had taken Billy and 
Jason escaped without a sting. They allowed Al-Falfa 
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to have his head until they had outdistanced the last 
of the darting wasps, but pulled down at length to a 
more sedate pace. The broad sweep of the broken 
mesa reached before them. 

The afternoon was beginning to fade, but there was 
still light enough to see through the avenues of the 
buttes and jumbled rocks. There were no horses or 
men within sight. 

“Those animals have scattered all over the bad 
lands,” said Jason with a sardonic laugh. “Their 
owners’ll be hiking after them still, down through the 
arroyos and behind the benches. I guess we haven’t 
much to worry about for a while.” 

They jogged along cautiously over the rough ground, 
and a while before dusk they rounded the shoulder of 
the hills and sighted the shadowy pinnacles of Bullfrog 
Mountain. Jason voted to halt for supper, and when 
they had eaten he broached a newly formulated plan. 

“Blueboy is apt to work in to Lasting Water for a 
drink to-night,” he said. “In which case he’s almost 
certain to put his nose into our trap. To be on the safe 
side one of us had better take the camel and run up 
there this evening—just to make sure that Cappy Kidd 
isn’t caught asleep on the job. Suppose you go on and 
see to it that somebody’s ready to throw the gate—” 

“Why not both of us?” she protested. 

“You'll be safe enough alone. If you start now 
you'll be in the mountains soon after dark—” ~ 

“You know I didn’t mean that,” she interrupted 
crisply. “I’m thinking of you, left down here afoot.” 
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“Tl be all right too,” he assured her. ‘Martin’s 
crowd will be all of to-morrow and maybe the next day 
rounding up their horses. Ill keep out of the way. 
And to-morrow evening one of you can ride down here 
and pick me up.” 

“Oh, come along,” Billy urged him. 

He shook his head. “Blueboy might possibly try 
for the wasps’ gulley again to-night. If he filled him- 
self with water there, he might head back into the des- 
ert again without stopping to visit the Bullfrog. And 
then the whole works to be done over again. Nope. 
We're too far along now to overlook any bets. Tve 
got to go back to that gulley and stop any horses from 
coming in.” 

The wisdom of this plan was self-evident and Billy 
eventually allowed herself to be persuaded. She com- 
manded Al-Falfa to kneel and was about to climb into 
the saddle, but for some reason changed her mind and 
turned to face her companion. As she looked up at 
him she seemed to be troubled for an instant by a lack 
of breath. “You haven’t asked me a thing more about 
myself,” she said. “Do you want to go on trusting me, 
knowing that I’m a fibber and a cheat?” 

There was no evading the fervent answer of Jason’s 
eyes as he smiled upon her. Her lips parted softly 
and a faint, warm color throbbed in her cheeks as her 
glanced yielded momentarily to his. 

“Don’t you want to know more about me, Johnny?” 

“T want to know all about you. But if you’d rather 
not tell me, why it’s all right.” He laid his strong, 
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gentle hand over the smaller, sunburned hand that 
rested idly on the camel saddle. ‘You couldn’t tell 
me a thing that would budge me an inch in my way of 
thinking of you. All that really counts I know now, 
and I'll have to go on feeling as I do, always.” 

“Dont’—please—Johnny—you make me feel 
ashamed,” Billy said, a trifle flurried in her speech. 
“You knew at the start that I was a faker, and yet you 
brought me with you and treated me as an honest part- 
ner. You’ve been good to me. And I—well, I tried 
to trick you, but—I’m not so dreadfully bad—” 

He said nothing, waiting for her to go on, still hold- 
ing the little doubled fist that had not tried very hard 
to get away. 

“Being a girl, I can’t very well be a jockey,” she 
hastened to say. “And I can’t be Billy Bromwell, 
either. But I knew him. We were good friends. 
We were in a circus together. I’m a rider—an eques- 
trienne, who wore a habit and exhibited the high-school 
horses—making them walk on their hind legs and 
waltz, and such stunts—” She lifted her lashes a bit 
tremulously, as though she were anxious to discover 
what he thought of it all. 

Jason nodded quietly. “The moment I saw you on 
a horse, I knew you belonged in the saddle.” 

“T love horses,” she told him. ‘I’ve ridden since I 
was a baby, almost—when I could hardly straddle a 
pony’s back.” 

“Anyone could have seen that,”’ he said and looked 
at her with unabashed admiration. “Ill bet there 
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wasn’t anything finer in that circus than you were,” 
he asserted, regretting now that he hadn’t stayed long 
enough for the equestrian acts the night he saw the 
performance. 

For an instant her impudent dimple asserted itself, 
and then her glance was grave again. “I knew Billy 
Bromwell intended to leave the show to hunt Blueboy,”’ 
she pursued. ‘He told me all of his plans. But the 
night before he was to start off for the meeting place at 
Coahuila Well, there was some sort of trouble at the 
circus siding, and he was shot—” She stopped,, as 
though to give Jason a chance to absorb the shock of 
the tragic news. 

“Go on,” he said grimly. 

“Well, when I heard what had happened, the notion 
struck me—why couldn’t I go in Billy Bromwell’s 
place? We had been great friends, and I knew there 
was no one he would have given up his own rights to 
more gladly. And I—” She shook her head in self 
reproach. “You know the rest—how I tried to live 
an untruth and got caught at it. My only excuse is 
Blueboy. If you knew what it meant—the thought 
of seeing him alive, of touching him, of galloping with 
‘him, of being allowed to love him! ‘That was why, 
Johnny, and you mustn’t—please don’t think too badly 
of me!” . 

His laugh was like a muted melody. ‘Do you want 
to know really and truly what I think of you?” he 
asked, bending towards her. 

Her shadowy eyes watched him, half closing. 
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“Ves,”’ she whispered, and then with a startled breath 
she suddenly changed her mind. “No!” Before he 
quite knew what she was about she drew away and 
climbed into the saddle. She shouted loudly at Al- 
Falfa, commanding him to rise. 

“T’m so glad that it’s all right,” she said as the camel 
hoisted himself resentfully to his feet. She gazed at 
Jason from her loftier vantage point. “If you didn’t 
like me, Johnny, I think my heart would be broken.” 

With a decisive movement she pulled Al-Falfa’s head 
around towards the mountains. “And I wish you to 
know it,” she added, leaning down for a parting word: 
“the trusting has not all been on one side. You were 
clever calling yourself ‘Gregory Leigh’ and nicknam- 
ing yourself ‘Johnny.’ But there was one thing you 
didn’t count on. The real Gregory Leigh mailed his 
photograph to the real Billy Bromwell—so there could 
be no mistake when they met.” 

Jason’s jaw fell wide open and he stared up in fool- 
ish silence while the girl fumbled in the pocket of her 
shirt. “Here’s the picture,” she said and sailed a 
square cardboard to the ground at Jason’s feet. 
“That’s Gregory Leigh! And I started off alone with 
_ you into the wilderness, knowing you were a fraud, and 
never a bit afraid from the moment I first saw you.” 

The girl gathered up her driving line and trilling 
laughter echoed over her shoulder as she turned away. 
““We’ve got to like each other,” she said, “because we’re 
so much alike.” 

She waved her hand and started the camel forward. 
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“Good-by,” she called. “Tl see you to-morrow. And 
please, please, take care of yourself.” 

Al-Falfa slipped away on his cushioned feet, and 
camel and rider vanished in the gathering dusk. 


CHAPTER XXVII 
THE SIGNAL FIRE 


Aiter the girl had disappeared Jason stooped to the 
ground and picked up the photograph she had thrown 
to him. He looked at the picture and his mouth wid- 
ened in a self-mocking grin. It was a photograph of 
the poor unfortunate whom a rattlesnake had killed un- 
der a cactus plant, back in the dunes by Coahuila Well 
—a most excellent likeness of the one-time racing man, 
Gregory Leigh. 

Jason shook his head and laughed with gentle emo- 
tion. “Why, the ornery little scamp!” he fondly 
chuckled. ‘Kidding me all the time—Johnny Jason 
the smart Aleck who thought he was getting away with 
something!”’ 

For a while he stood indolently, looking into the 
blue twilight, listening, his glance searching the obscu- 
rity that somewhere held Al-Falfa’s moving shape. 
There was no sound, no hint of life about him. The 
girl and the camel had been blotted out in the gloom 
of night. Jason sighed, turned reluctantly, and set off 
afoot to retrace his way towards the wasps’ gulley. 

Instead of pursuing the direct route back he climbed 
to the higher ground, and presently gained a lofty out- 


thrust of the hillside, whence he could look down into 
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the ravine of the wasps on one side or gaze off towards 
Bullfrog Mountain in the other direction. Here he de- 
cided to halt. If by chance Blueboy’s band crossed 
back over the mesa he would hear their hoofbeats in 
time to drive them away from the gulley. At the same 
time he was perched above the hills and buttes that 
stood between him and Bullfrog Mountain. It gave 
him comfort to know that he could look off in a direct 
line over Billy’s course of travel, even though for the 
hours to come darkness shut off his view of the green 
mountain. 

He spread out his blanket and stretched himself list- 
lessly on the ground. It was not his intention actually 
to sleep, but as he lay sprawled on his back, fascinated 
by the calm beauty of the starlit sky, overpowering 
drowsiness stole upon him. It had been a hard day 
crowded at the end of a terrific week. Before he knew 
what was happening to him he sank into leaden slumber. 

The night was black when Jason struggled back to 
vague consciousness. ‘There was no moon in the sky. 
Either it was too early for the slice of moon he had ex- 
pected to see that evening—or else too late. He was 
like a drugged man, neither asleep nor awake. A dim 
sense of uneasiness intruded in his sluggish perceptions 
as he tried to arouse himself. He looked up, gradually 
untangling the significance of the constellations blaz-_ 
ing overhead. Suddenly he flung away his blanket and 
sat up in dismay. According to the astronomical 
clock it was around two o’clock in the morning. Scor- 
pio was gone and Arcturus hung on the rim of the 
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western sky. No mistake! He had slept in stupor 
nearly the night through. 

In a second he was on his feet, in full possession of 
his faculties. He condemned himself without mercy. 
Anything could have happened in those unwitting 
hours. Instinctively his glance turned towards Bull- 
frog Mountain, where Billy had gone. And his body 
went rigid in acute, straining attention. 

Off in the distance he saw a ruddy glow of fire—not 
a star, but a flame of earthly light akindle in the night. 

His glance ranged across the horizon to make cer- 
tain that his points of direction were in proper orient. 
He was not in error. Bullfrog Mountain lay off that 
way. It was in the breached wall high up the mountain 
that he had instructed Cappy Kidd to build a signal 
fire if anything went wrong—if for any reason the ur- 
gent summons must be flashed across the desert. And 
there was the fire. 

Jason left his hat on the ground, never thought to 
recover his blanket. He picked up his carbine and 
started off at a jog-trot towards the twinkling light. 

It was seven or eight miles to the middle slopes of 
the mountain, and Jason was not used to running. 
There’s a difference in the muscular development of a 
foot-racer and a horseman. But there are not many 
men who could have broken the cross-country record 
Jason established that night. He did not spare him- 
self, nor let himself consider what might happen to an 
overtaxed heart at the end of such a journey. 

The oncreeping dawn was beginning to reveal the 
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misty outlines of the high peaks when he stumbled into 
the dry water course leading to the cahon of Vikan 
Shootak. By the time he had staggered up the rock- 
strewn slope to climb over the lip of the narrowing 
gulch it had grown light enough to make out the blurred 
columns of tree trunks standing stiff and unreal in the 
whispering morning wind. 

He was blundering upward into the thickets, when 
he caught sight of a figure coming through the brush 
towards him. There was something reassuring about 
the blocky, squat-built shape, and without a check in 
his stride he rushed forward and almost fell into the 
arms of Cappy Kidd. 

“What is it?” he gasped. “Wha’ y’ want?” 

Cappy tucked a steadying hand under Jason’s elbow 
and stared in amazement. “What in the world—what 
brought you in all this rush?” 

“The fire!” Jason panted. ‘“You—sent for—me— 
didn’t you?) What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing’s wrong,” said Cappy. ‘‘Gosh! I didn’t 
mean to scare you to death. I didn’t think you'd kill 
yourself. Yeh, I touched off the signal for you A 

“Why?” 

“Why do you suppose?” . 

Jason shook his head impatiently. “How the—Sam 
Hill do—I know?” 

“Guess!” said Cappy, his voice swelling with the im- 
portant news he had to tell. 

“Go on! You don’t mean—Blueboy?” 

“Blueboy!” Kidd answered jubilantly. “Got him! 
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In the trap! That big'race horse and seven others!” 

“No!” Jason caught spasmodically at the other’s 
shoulder. “Blueboy? Wait a minute. You say 
you’ve got him—and the others—?” 

“All of em! Every last one! They went into that 
gully last night a little after midnight. And I was 
watching and threw the tree. They’re in there now, 
milling around, trying to get out. And they can’t get 
out. We’ve got ’em!” 

Jason somehow managed to digest the information 
and believe its truth. And after that his first thought 
was of Billy. “Oh my!” he exclaimed, his eyes shin- 
ing. “And what did Billy have to say? Ii I’d only 
been there!” 

“Billy?” echoed Cappy. “Billy doesn’t know it yet.” 

“But—” Jason stopped dead. He looked at the 
other man; his eyes contracted, and then suddenly 
grew wide, glaring. “Billy!” he blurted out. “She 
came here ahead of me—early last evening! Where is 
she?” 

Cappy started to answer, failed to find his voice, and 
swallowed with a gulping sound. 

“Well?” Jason shouted. 

“Why, I—” Kidd looked and acted like a man try- 
‘mg to shake off a feeling of dizziness after a knock- 
down blow. “I haven’t seen Billy!” he gasped. 
“Billy hasn’t been here!” 


CHAPTER XXVIII 
BLUEBOY 


For a space of seconds the two men faced each other 
aghast in the wan light of the morning. Then, breath- 
ing thickly, Jason turned and started on a run up the 
cafion, with Cappy Kidd tagging at his heels. They 
reached the break in the gully wall, from which lofty 
point they could see off across the open plain. 

Day was breaking over the desert. Jason could see 
the distant hilltop where he had spent the night, the 
upper reaches of the painted mesa and the expanse of 
the chaparral-clad benches spreading like a fan to the 
eastward. His straining eyes nowhere picked up any 
sign or semblance of life. 

His glance shifted leftward, traversing the rocky bar- 
rens along the edges of the dunes, and stretching on- 
ward to scan the remote wastes of sand. In the gray 
distance, miles away, his attention was arrested by a 
small, dark object that seemed to be moving, crawling 
along a trough of the ground. His glasses were un~- 
sheathed in a moment, and he focused the lenses and 
sighted. He found the place again, picked up the far- 
off figure which was now magnified, drawn into closer 
perspective. His lungs filled with an audible sound. 
The vague shape had resolved itself into a camel with 


a rider sitting on his back. 
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“Billy and Al-Falfa!” With an unsteady hand he 
passed the binoculars to Kidd. “They must have lost 
their bearings last night and wandered into the dunes. 
But it’s all right. They’re coming this direction now. 
I'll saddle up Al-Kohol and go down to meet them—” 

Jason’s speech trailed away to a dry whisper, his 
mouth sagged open and his body went limp for a mo- ‘ 
ment as his roving glance was suddenly caught by other 
pigmy shapes, alive also, moving on the dingy land- 
scape. Without thought of apology he snatched the 
glasses from the startled Kidd and leveled the lenses in 
the new direction. 

“T thought so!” he groaned. “Men on horseback! 
Look! Off there! Martin’s gang, undoubtedly!” 

“Where?” faltered Cappy. 

“Coming down that sunken stretch—’way off to your 
left. Ten miles, maybe. They must have caught 
some of the strays that stampeded yesterday. We 
fought ’em—they tried to kill us. They'll cross ahead 
of Billy. Only that line of dunes keeps ’em from see- 
ing the camel now. But they’ll be out of the arroyo in 
a half hour—or less—” 

Kidd threw up his arm with frantic gestures, as 
though he hoped to wave the girl back. 

Jason drew a harsh breath. ‘“You’re crazy! No- 
body can see this far!” He turned and started back 
. down the slope as fast as his legs would take him. 
“Come on!” he shouted, ‘we haven’t a second to lose!”’ 

The two men ran past the spring of Lasting Water, 
crossed the cafion and reached the forking ravine,, 
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where the three big oaks had stood. But two of the 
trees were left now to rear their heads by the rocky 
wall. The third had fallen from its ax-chopped 
stump among sprangled and twisted boughs, its shaggy 
trunk a breast-high barricade, reaching across the en- 
trance of the ravine. 

Jason crawled under the big trunk and scrambled 
through the thicket that screened the drinking well. 
Lebba was sitting before a bed of hot coals with a fry- 
ing pan in her hand. The girl raised her head at the 
sound of footsteps, rubbed the smoke from her eyes, 
and caught sight of the man. A welcoming smile 
flickered like sunlight upon her swarthy little face. 

“Hello, Lebba,” said Jason absently. “How are 
your” 

He did not check his stride, scarcely looked at the 
girl. Beyond the bushes that fringed the well he 
heard the trampling of hooves and the movement of big, 
restless bodies. He broke his way through the tangle 
to step into an open triangle of ground, hemmed in by 
converging walls of sand rock. In the furthermost 
corner of the inclosure, huddled together in quivering 
excitement, Blueboy and his followers stood with up- 
tossed heads, staring at the intruder. 

The horses knew they were in a trap, and they 
shouldered and jostled one another, backing against the 
dreadful wall that shut out the sky and the wide hori- 
zon and penned them in like cornered sheep. Blueboy 
and the two mares once upon a time had been ac- 
«quainted with men, but much may be lost or unlearned 
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in five reckless years of freedom, and the three run- 
aways sidled off in the liveliest dread, as wild-eyed as 
the five-uncurried colts that had never tasted the iron 
of a bit nor felt the touch of a booted heel. 
' Jason looked at the group with hurried glance. At 
another time he could have exulted in the magnificent 
capture: standing almost within hand’s reach of the 
fiery-blooded colts; seeing the slim, lissome grace of the 
Queen-of-Spades, the curveting beauty of Lady Mari- 
gold; rejoicing in the big,-deep-chested stallion with 
muscles flowing like quicksilver beneath his velvet hide. 

But Jason was thinking of Billy then, not of race 
horses—Billy, who at that moment was far out on the 
dunes, riding into danger. He would find no joy in 
horses, or in anything else that Billy was not to share. 

It had been in his mind to mount Al-Kohol and 
strike off for the sand hills. But the baggage camel was 
a slow and plodding beast and Jason knew that Billy 
mnust encounter Martin’s outfit long before he could go 
to her aid. His despairing glance wandered back to- 
wards Blueboy, and his eyes kindled at once with a daz- 
zling hope. 

Blueboy! If he reached Billy in time he must 
travel in desperate haste. And here in front of him 
stood one of the fastest running horses in the world. 

“Cappy!” Jason yelled. “Bring the lariats! Come 
quick!” 

He grinned somberly at the anxious animals. Never 
in his life had Jason mishandled or rough-broken a 
horse. Even in dealing with untamed, refractory mus- 
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tangs he had always found that the way of gentleness 
and patience was the surest in the end. It had been 
his plan, if he caught the renegade stallion, to reclaim 
him by soft-handed methods. But there could be no 
temporizing or paltering now. Blueboy must be forced 
to remember that he was a saddle horse, if need be, by 
brutal persuasion. 

Jason was edging forward warily when Kidd came 
running up trailing two reatas behind him. Cappy in- 
stantly divined his comrade’s intentions. 

“He'll break you up against the rocks if you try to 
mount him in this narrow place,’ Cappy predicted 
gloomily. “He’ll kill you.” 

“Maybe not,” said Jason, reaching for one of the 
ropes. 

The horses were panic-stricken at the approach of 
the man. Blueboy stood in the fore, his red nostrils 
distended, his eyes fairly blazing, wheeling to meet the 
danger that threatened his herd. Jason slid a run- 
ning noose through the onvdou of his lassoo and care- 
fully dandled the loop. He advanced on balancing 
toes, shifty as a boxer watching for his opening, ready 
for the rush of hooves. 

The frantic animals had been crowded back as far 
as they could go, and still the fearsome human slouched 
towards them. One of the colts shrieked in pealing 
terror as fretted, high-strung nerves gave way to mad- 
ness. ‘They all held together for a moment in a tight 
knot, hooves prancing, shoulders and flanks rubbing in 
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tremulous pressure; then, in a single volleying move- 
ment the jam split apart, and galloping bodies broke 
past Jason, right and left, smashing through the bushes, 
fleeing in thunderous confusion along the walls of the 
blocked-in gully. 

For one tremendous second Blueboy’s white socks 
flashed in the open. Jason was no fancy roper, but his 
eyes were quick to see and his hand prompt to obey the 
eyes. The loop went out from him in a snaky curve, 
hovering close to the ground, and dropped in front 
of the stallion just as one of his high-stepping forefeet 
came down. 

Jason snapped up on the noose and the alert Cappy 
grabbed the free end of the rope and jumped swiftly 
to snub the line around the trunk of a nearby tree. 
Blueboy fetched up at the end of a plunging stride, the 
rope stretched with a twang and burned into the 
bark of the tree, but the hard braided strands of 
manila held. A horse less agile would have been thrown 
heavily, like a bag of shot; but at the last instant the 
stallion saved himself, wheeled with a furious snort to 
tug backward on three legs, his right fore-hock lifted, 
trying desperately to break free from the tightening 
_ snood. 

“Got ’im!” grunted Jason coughing in the flurry of 
dust. “Hang on, Cappy!” 

He caught up the other rope, watched for his op- 
portunity, and in a moment had cast a second anklet 
over the horse’s rear left leg. A triple turn was taken 
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around another tree, and the big runaway was pegged 
out fore and aft, balancing precariously on his two un- 
hampered legs. 

Jason fastened a knot in the rope. Then, with a 
word to Kidd, he ran back to the spring. In a few 

seconds he returned, bringing a saddle and bridle, and 
followed by the wide-eyed Bedouin girl. 

The two men seized the off rope, watched the 
horse’s frantic struggles, and suddenly heaved back 
together at the precise instant that Blueboy lurched 
unsteadily towards them. The slight added strain 
threw the big body completely off balance, and the 
stallion pitched sideways and landed on his withers with 
a jarring thud. 

Before he could attempt to scramble up, the men 
were upon him. Jason threw himself upon the neck. 
and pinned the thrashing head to the ground, while 
Cappy stooped with the bridle and skillfully forced the 
bit between the animal’s teeth. The headstall was | 
slipped over the flattened ears, the throatlatch buckled, 
and the two men stood clear. 

Blueboy struggled to regain his feet, ‘indies the 
-; bit, shaking his head furiously. 

“You’d think the old pirate never wore a bridle be-~ 
fore in his whole life,” remarked Kidd as he bent to 
lift the saddle from the ground. ‘He'll be worse than 
a horse that was never broke.” He shook his head 
dubiously. ‘You'll see!” 

“Wouldn’t doubt it,” assented Jason. 

The stallion was making frantic efforts to get up, 
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but the ropes kept his body stretched in an awkward 
position, and although two or three times he heaved 
his weight off the ground, he always toppled over again 
before he could recover his equilibrium. Cappy edged 
near him as he sat up, and suddenly flopped the sad- 
dle on his back. 

Jason meanwhile had found a long stick of wood. 
He moved to the off side of the horse and as the big, 
panting body momentarily lifted, he poked the cinch 
underneath. Cappy was waiting on the other side. 
He grabbed the ring, threaded the latigo strap through 
it and caught a hitch in the leather. Jason ran to 
his assistance, and between them they tightened up 
the cinch until the webbing seemed to sink into Blue- 
boy’s blowing barrel. 

“First time the old speed demon’s sported a saddle 
in five long years,” muttered Kidd. “And ain’t he 
mad?” 

“The tree next!” exclaimed Jason. ‘We'll have to 
clear it out of the way. Come on!” 

Leaving Lebba to watch the knotted ropes, the two 
men hurried down past the spring, picked up axes 
and dashed for the entrance of the ravine. Jason 
started chopping into the prostrate oak and Cappy took 
his stand a few paces away and likewise set to work 
with an ax. They applied themselves furiously to 
the task. Jason finished his side and went to help 
Kidd. In a short while the cut went through and the 
middle section of the trunk dropped out. The way 
from the gully was open. 
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“All right!” said Cappy as they heaved the log aside. 
“You give me a leg up, and if he can be ridden I’ll ride 
him.” 

“What do you mean, you'll ride him?” Jason caught 
pace with Kidd as he ran back up the ravine. | 

“What would I mean?” returned Kidd as they re- 
entered the clearing where Blueboy was still trying 
madly to get back on his feet. “If anyone can stick 
that Bucko I’m the guy. Huh! You don’t know who © 
I am!” 

“IT can’t say that I do. I know you gave me a 
phony name. But what of it? What’s that got to do 
with Blueboy?” Jason brought out his knife, opened 
the blade and tossed it to Lebba. In pantomime he 
made the girl understand that she was to cut one of 
the ropes when he gave the word. “I’m riding this 
horse,’ he informed Kidd. 

“Ohno!” Cappy shook his head stubbornly. “This 
is a job for the best man, and I’m the best. If you 
want to know, I used to be a jockey, and there weren’t 
any of ’em smarter. Ive been up on Blueboy before. 
I sent that gee-gee through for a win at Santa Anna a 
few days before that train wreck.” He threw out his 
chest and started towards the horse. “I’m Billy Brom- 
well!” he declared. . 

Jason turned with a sharp stare, and Cappy faced 


him level-eyed and confident. It was impossible to 


doubt the truthfulness of his straightforward gaze. 
“T thought Bromwell was dead,” said Jason after a 
tense pause. “But it doesn’t matter. You can be 
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old man Centaur himself for all I care. ‘ My friend 
Billy needs me, and I’m the one who’s going.” 

He brushed the smaller man aside, strode up to the 
prostrate horse, and motioned to Lebba to use the 
knife. The girl promptly slashed with the sharp 
_ blade. There was a snap as the heel rope parted, and 
'Blueboy struggled up and hoisted himself off the 
ground. But Jason’s toe had found the stirrup, and 
he was seated lightly in the saddle when the stallion 
scrambled to his feet. 


CHAPTER XXIX 
THE DESERT DERBY 


Blueboy was so astounded at finding a living weight 
upon his back that for five seconds after he got up he 
stood in his tracks, shivering, flinching under the sad- 
dle. Jason was vouchsafed a brief interval to ease 
his hips against the cantle and to gather up the reins. 

“The other rope,” he rasped at Cappy—‘cut!” 

Kidd was too mild-tempered a man to bear grudges 
or sulk when events turned out contrary to his wishes. 
Jason was up, and there was nothing more to said. 
Cappy snatched up an ax and chopped through the 
strands of the second lariat. Then he grasped the 
severed rope and shook out the noose that held the 
horse’s forefoot. Blueboy was free. 

“Ride ’im boy!” admonished the unselfish Kidd. 

“Why he’s alamb! He’s just—” 

Without the slightest warning the horse opened up 
like an uncoiling spring, whirling and towering on his 
hind legs. ‘“Rarin’ to go!” Jason reconsidered, the 
words fairly snapped through his shutting teeth. 

“Hang on!” yelled Cappy in an agony of appre- 
hension. ‘Don’t lose ’im!”’ 

The little Bedouin girl skipped out of the way, and 
turned with clasped hands to watch, her eyes gleaming 


with excitement. Jason grinned as their faces flashed 
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by, and then his jaw set as nerve and brain and flexing 
muscles all concentrated on the business of sticking on. 
After that he sat in a vortex of motion with his blurred 
surroundings swinging about him in circles and loops. 

Blueboy was thewed with whalebone and spring- 
steel, he was tempered with wildfire. But he was no 
bucker in the sense that a pitching broncho bucks. 
It would seem that he had never learned the whip-snap 
tricks of the rodeo. He was not a caterpillar, sunfish 
nor a sidewinder—lucky for Jason! His power and 
speed coupled with a real outlaw’s wickedness surely 
would have proven too murderous a combination for 
any saddleman to survive. But Blueboy was only a 
high-poler, and a good rider can stay to the death with 
a towering horse. 

Not that Jason imagined for an instant that he was 
in any rocking chair. He was out of his seat too 
often for that. The stallion would fling himself erect, 
pirouetting while he reared, pawing high with his fore- 
feet; and in those seconds the rider stood behind in 
the stirrups, the horn bumping his chest, while his 
hand, level with his head, pushed into the horse’s 
mane. 

Time and time again the stallion launched up on his 
hind legs, to spin and drop sledge-hammering hooves to 
earth again. He was snorting, shaking his head, fight- 
ing for the bit. In his wild dancing he had loosened 
the noose from his hind hock and the rope dropped 
off. He was unhampered, except for the tightened 
rein. 
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Jason critically observed every move, ready to leap 
from under if the horse should topple backwards. 
But in spite of his tremendous exertions Blueboy never 
lost his delicate sense of balance. He pivoted and 
whirled in the restricted space between the trees, wildly 
bent on shaking off his rider; but he was not blinded 
by fear or rage; even in the heat of conflict his good — 
horse brain was alert to the menace of stone walls and 
hedging tree trunks. He stayed in the clearing, swing- 
ing in circles, plunging and uprearing, while Jason 
swayed with him, backward and forward, up and 
down, yielding to the lurch and surge of the big body 
beneath him. 

Cappy Kidd, who had been looking on anxiously, 
suddenly yelled encouragement. ‘He’s spoofing, the 
big fraud! He’ll ride! Let ’im go!” 

“Righto” shouted Jason in the choking dust. He 
laughed and loosened the reins. ‘Take it!” 

Blueboy’s teeth snapped up the bit: he changed di- 
rection with his hooves in the air, and started head- 
long for the mouth of the gully. 

The other horses were roaming nervously to and 
fro along the ravine walls, but as yet they had not 
discovered the opening that led to the main gulch. 
Instinct must have told Blueboy that the way was 
clear. He went through the scattering group, dashed 
down the hollow past the drinking well, drove straight 
for the tree that had barricaded him in the pocket. But 
the fallen trunk had been lopped away, and he saw 
the gap. Jason ducked his head just in time, and 
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they shot forth under the oaks and struck the gravel 
wash of the broader cajfion. 

Jason would have preferred to turn right and follow 
the dry brook course down to the foothills, but Blue- 
boy was of a different opinion and he held the bit. 
Before his rider could think of turning him he was 
rushing up the slope, heading for the high gate of 
the cafion wall. 

The runaway stallion clattered past the spring of 
Lasting Water, reached the ledges and climbed in 
prodigious jumps, as though he were taking hurdles. 
He gained the heights overlooking the hills and the 
desert plains, and before Jason could catch breath 
again he flung himself through the breached wall and 
plunged over the brink. 

Jason caught a fleeting glimpse of far-off dots moving 
along the edge of the dunes. There were four of 
them—one traveling ahead, three in a group behind. 
Martin’s hunters and Billy. They had sighted Al- 
Falfa and the chase was on—horses pursuing a racing 
camel! 

So much Jason saw in distant prospect, and then he 
lost sight of the remote little figures as Blueboy dipped 
over the lip of the mountain. He leaned back in the 
creaking saddle, his breathing smothered, his heart 
hammering his chest. He was terrified for Billy and 
badly scared on his own account. 

_Blueboy was taking the steep descent without ap- 
preciable check in pace. Jason had seen horses and a 
mounted man climb down these same paths a few 


280 THE RUNAWAY TRAIL 


days before, but the face of the rocks looked much 
steeper, viewed over the laboring shoulders of an unruly 
stallion. A single misstep and they would roll sick-. 
eningly together to the bottom. If anything happened 
now— “Steady boy!” his muted voice begged. 
“Easy!” 

But Blueboy was ungovernable. Head down, rump 
high, he scrambled recklessly from one outcrop to 
another, dropping, sliding, jumping boldly for a new 
foothold, going down and down, sending stones and 
rubble crashing ahead of him, while Jason rocked in 
the saddle, keeping a limp hold on the jerking reins, 
trying hard to pin his faith in the horse. 

And almost before he had time to think, the worst 
pitch of the mountainside was left above them. Blue- 
boy spraddled out to leap across a jagged fissure of 
rock, landed on his forehoofs a dozen feet below, and 
clattered forward over the slanting benches that grad- 
uated less dangerously down to the flatter levels of the 
mesa. 

For an instant Jason had an empty sensation beneath 
his ribs, as though an elevator had fallen from under 
him, and then somehow he found his place in the saddle 
again, recovered the use of his lungs. 

As they wheeled across the hillside a shrill cry, clear 
as a trumpet call, pealed forth from the mountain 
heights. Jason half turned, looking backwards and 
up, and saw seven saddleless horses clambering down 
the steeps: Blueboy’s band, fearful of being left be- 
hind, following where he went, calling to him. 
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Jason’s pulses tingled with the rhythm of cantering 
hoofbeats. The sense of danger had left him. He 
was exalted, carried out of himself, swept along with the 
joy of racing feet. This was the meaning of freedom, 
of unfettered motion, the wild thrill of living. 

“Go on Blueboy!” he shouted. “The gang’s all 
here! Shake ’em out!” 

The big horse had sent his answering whicker echo- 
ing back to the mountain but kept on going; and mares 
and colts came streaming down the slope, loyally tag- 
ging after their leader. 

Blueboy galloped with unbroken stride across the 
upper stretch of the mesa, but as he approached the 
first of the descending terraces he swerved sharply, 
heading towards the north. This time his rider was 
ready for him, and wrenched back powerfully on the 
off-rein. The stallion’s mouth opened and his tugging 
head came slowly around. For twenty seconds the 
horse and man fought it out, trampling orbits through 
the greasewood and manzanita bushes, while the mares 
and colts hovered on the outskirts, looking on in 
fidgeting curiosity. 

In the end Blueboy gave in to his rider’s. will. 
His single idea was to run out from under the saddie, 


and it didn’t matter especially which direction he went. 


He shot forward suddenly like a bolt, and his madcap 
band came thundering at his heels. 

They coursed across the rolling table-lands, topped 
the last ridge of the foothills, and once more beheld 


‘the open desert. The rising sun was just beginning 
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to tinge the landscape with a glory of pink and gold. 
In a moving cloud of dust, four or five miles away 
Jason again picked up the galloping figures that he 
had first seen from the mountain notch. 

He was several miles nearer now, and the shifting 
scene strung out before his eyes in poignant detail. 
The blue horizon held the ungainly shape of Al-Falfa, 
with a small, straight figurine on his back, fleeing for 
his life. Hot on his trail rode three horsemen—a 
half mile behind, perhaps—larruping the bronchos as 
they ran. 

The horrible sensation of tightness about Jason’s 
heart abated a trifle as he gazed across the flats. He 
could see at a glance that the horses were overtaking 
the camel, but they were gaining slowly. It would bea 
long chase. And he was on his way—he was riding 
Blueboy. 

And then the miracle happened. 

The chafing of the saddle-girth, the click of the 
bit in his mouth may have awakened Blueboy to old~ | 
time recollections. There may have stirred through 
brain and blood a familiar recalling of other days as 
he felt the sure, friendly hand on the bridle-rein, the 
gentle lift and fall of the skilled rider sending him 
along. Perhaps he re-lived long forgotten moments; 
the valiant dash down the homestretch, the pressure 
of fleet bodies, the gleaming wire, faces along the rail, 
the roar of crowds— 

Whatever it was that happened, from that instant 
he was another horse. Jason felt the change, and with 


- 
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rash laughter he shook out the reins and eased his 
weight towards the curving neck. Blueboy had sighted 
the animals ahead, and his flattened ears cocked for- 
ward, sensitive, inquiring. He was no longer a runa- 
way mustang; he was a race horse. 

There was a pack of dogs up there—selling-platers 
that in some unfair way had gotten the jump on him. 
There were horses yonder to be overtaken. He was 
Blueboy—the Kentuckian—the Derby winner. And 
Hail and Glory be!—he was in a race! 

Blueboy had merely been a runaway before; he 
flung himself into his tremendous stride now and really 
began to run. He was power unleashed, he was the 
wind, he was Nemesis on the trail of the three unsus- 
pecting horsemen. 

Jason half shut his-eyes and bowed his head to the 
rush of air. He was thinking scornfully of all the 
horses he had owned and galloped. Some of them he 
had imagined to be fast. But he had known nothing 
like this before. This was speed. 

“Go on boy, go on boy, go on boy.” + He crooned the 
words over and over like a happy little refrain. 

But the headstrong stallion needed no urging. He 
‘was running his own race, he was after the pack. 

An ordinary runner is good for only a few furlongs 
at the top of his stride, but for five years Blueboy had 
been ranging desert and mountain, training himself for 
distance. What were a few miles? Jason watched 
him anxiously, but there was no sign of faltering, 
no let-up in the terrific pace he had set himself. 
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And as he coursed onward his thoroughbred fol- 
lowers came after him, hooves flying, tails and manes 
streaming in the wind, lean bodies drawing out to the 
utmost as they poured over the ground behind their 
leader. 

The three bronchos ahead were overtaking the camel, 
but meanwhile Blueboy was overhauling the bronchos. 
The distance was scarcely two miles now, and the gap 
was closing fast. 

Jason was near enough to identify the pursuing riders. 
He recognized José’s buckskin cayuse; picked out the 
thick, hunched-up shape of Brick, kicking his spurred 
heels; spotted the smaller figure of Bart Martin, who 
rode a few jumps ahead of his comrades. 

They were intent on the chase and none of them so 
far had thought to look back. As Jason bore down 
upon them he saw Martin draw a weapon from his 
holster, aim at the camel rider and fire. 

Ordinarily Jason would have been amused by such 
a futile act. The chance of anyone hitting a moving 
target from the back of a galloping horse was very 
slim. But in this case they were shooting at Billy, 
trying to stop the camel or bring her down from the | 
saddle. As he watched Brick likewise pulled a gun 
and began blazing away. It was too far to hear the 
shots, but he could see the faint stabs of smoke, and 
savage anger assailed him as he and Blueboy went 
onward in their headlong rush. 

Billy would glance behind her now and then, sway- 
ing to Al-Falfa’s rocking canter. No doubt she had 
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observed the band of loose horses with the solitary 
rider galloping before them. The sight of the strange 
cavalcade must have filled her with wonderment. 

Billy was fleeing down a long, rocky hollow, trying 
to turn back into the dunes, where Al-Falfa’s padded 
feet would give him an advantage over the horses. 

It was bad going over the broken stretches, but 
Blueboy picked his way by seeming instinct, avoiding 
loose stones, taking small bowlders in his stride. The 
bronchos were hammering along at their last notch of 
speed, but the race horses were closing the gap with 
every leap. It was incredible how rapidly space dimin- 
ished. 

Two miles were shaved down toa mile. Martin and 
his riders kept on banging away with their guns in hope 
of a chance shot telling. They were crowding their 
cayuses remorselessly, pressing closer and closer on the 
camel’s heels. The clatter of steel shoes on the rocks 
would raise a great din about them. They had not yet 
heard the storm of hooves in the rear. 

Blueboy had the bit and he was on the last stretch, 
in his final sprint. His white socks flashed in a breath- 
taking burst of speed. The rider could feel the fluid 
movement of the far-reaching legs, the play of magnifi- ' 
cent muscles rippling under him. It wasn’t a half 
mile now. 

Jason found a second to glance over his shoulder. 
The wild racers were coming along at their topmost 
gallop, straining desperately to hold the pace. But 
gradually they were losing ground—all save one. 
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The Queen-of-Spades had fallen behind a dozen lengths, 
and Lady Marigold ran with her, shoulder to neck. 
Four of the colts followed in a straggling line. 

But the fifth colt—a sturdy three-year-old—had left 
his brothers and sisters in the rear; he had passed 
both of the mares; he was coming headlong, full-tilt, 
his nose almost level with Blueboy’s streaking tail. 
And inch by inch he was creeping up. 

Jason felt something choke up in his throat as he 
looked back at the dusty little stranger. He almost. 
wanted to cheer. The youngster was a colt no longer. 
He had found himself. The son of his sire—he too was 
a race horse. And he was no longer playing the game 
of follow-your-leader; he was trying to overtake and 
pass the old Derby. king; he was beating Blueboy! 

His unkempt coat was a slaty blue, he carried a blaz- 
ing white star on his forehead and he wore neat hockey 
stockings. The nameless youngster in that moment 
won his name, and it was Little-Boy-Blue. 

On they went in tandem, Blueboy and the white- 
starred colt, stride for stride, nip and tuck, strength 
and fleetness and gameness, fighting it out, heads for- 
ward, bodies stretched like arching bows, hooves barely 
flicking the earth, gallantly running the lengthy course. 
The laboring bronchos were not a quarter of a mile 
ahead, and each second was cutting their lead. The 
distance was only six hundred yards—five hundred-— 
three— 

For some reason José, the Mexican, was prompted 
at that instant to turn in the saddle and glance behind 
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him. His head jerked up, staring, and then he began 
sawing madly on the reins, yelling to his comrades to 
halt. Martin and Brick looked rearward and they 
likewise hauled on their bronchos, swinging them around 
in frantic haste. The three men wheeled in a line to 
face the oncoming horses, waiting with revolvers in their 
hands. 

And that was the moment when Jason was reminded 
of an alarming oversight. In the excitement of coer- 
cing Blueboy he had neglected to borrow Cappy’s gun. 
He was unarmed. 


one 


CHAPTER XXX 
RIDING THE WHIRLWIND 


Blueboy and his namesake were almost chest to chest 
now, their shoulders nearly touching as they hurled 
themselves along. The men on the bronchos were 
sighting their revolvers—began firing. The reports 
banged out heavily, sounding above the rumble of 
hoofs. But the race horses never flinched or wavered. 
There was no stopping them. Jason’s eyes gleamed- 
devil-may-care as he clucked encouragement, sending 
them on. 

The bullets had gone wild so far. Not a touch! 
Bart Martin sat his broncho between his two comrades, 
and Blueboy and the colt were headed straight for 
him. Probably he thought they would swerve aside 
before they ran him down. At the last second he 
tried to move out of the way, but he was too late to 
save himself. é 

Little-Boy-Blue flashed on past, but Blueboy would 
give no ground. He collided with the broncho shoulder- 
on. The huge stallion grunted, rebounded, and then 
almost instantly regained his stride; the lighter pony 
was thrown off his feet, went down in a heap, flinging 
Martin among the rocks. 

Two seconds later a frightful scream broke above 


the sound of hammering hooves. Jason peered back 
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in time to see the band of mares and colts sweep over 
the ground where the fallen horseman lay. They went 
on in a rush, leaving a motionless, broken shape flat- 
tened face downward on the rocky slope. 

Jason wrenched hard on the bridle rein as Blueboy 
overran his distance. “Whoa!” he gasped. “Pull up, 
boy!” 

To his surprise the stallion responded without pro- 
test to the touch of the bit. The old horse at last had 
remembered all about himself, why he was, what he 
had been. He was bridle-wise, he was willing; he and 
his rider were in this thing together. 

As the pistons of a braking locomotive ease down 
in the steam chests, Blueboy slackened his prodigious 
stride. A hundred yards ahead Billy had halted her 
camel and was gazing back in petrifaction. Jason 
waved at her, motioning her to stay where she was. 

If he had had any discretion left he would have gone 
- on and carried the girl away on his saddle horn. At 
least he might have had the use of the gun which he 
knew she carried. But all prudence was gone. This 
was the place of reckoning, this the moment. An over- 
whelming confidence sang through him like a clarion 
note; he was still riding the whirlwind. With eyes 
recklessly ablaze he turned Blueboy and they headed 
back towards the two remaining horsemen. 

It may have been that something of his rider’s fury 
was communicated to the big stallion. Perhaps Blue- 
boy knew Brick’s mustang as one of the band that had 
been harrying him for days through the desert. He 
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whistled wickedly, and with mouth opening back over 
his teeth, he plunged at the other horse. 

Brick had time to fire once, and he missed; and then 
the rearing stallion was upon him. Blueboy’s forefeet 
hammered the air as he swung up on his haunches. 
Brick dipped backwards in his saddle as the two horses 
rammed together, just escaping the descending hooves. 
He tried to use his gun again, but Jason was a shade 
ahead of him, striking from the shoulder. 

By the luckiest of chances the blow went true. 
Jason had a close-up view of the man’s swollen, wasp- 
stung face, he felt the-solid impact of his fist battering 
against flesh—at precisely the same freckled spot where 
he had landed on another memorable day—and then 
the face was gone as Brick catapulated out of the sad- 
dle to tumble with arms and legs asprawl, almost under 
his pony’s prancing feet. 

José was left. ‘The Mexican had held his fire at the 
last minute, in fear of hitting his comrade. He wheeled 
his buckskin now, head down, finger on the trigger. 
Jason tugged back on the stallion, pulling him almost 
to a standstill. With a lightning movement he threw 
his leg over the cantle and leaped to the ground on 
the horse’s off side. Leaving Blueboy to look after 
himself, he darted, crouching, for the place where 
Brick was lying. 

A heavy explosion eect behind him and he felt 
something like plucking fingers twitch at his jerkin 
collar. Stooping low, he ran on and threw himself 
on the rock behind the unconscious Brick. A revolver 
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was lying beside the man, and Jason snatched up the 
weapon and returned Jose’s shot. 

No hit! But the bullet must have sung close enough 
to give the Mexican a scare. José aimed in haste and 
the report rang out across the hillside. A spat of 
. dust flew up in front of Jason, not a foot from Brick’s 
unwitting face. 

Jason chucked the butt more firmly into his fist, 
raised the muzzle this time with deliberation. At 
that instant the Mexican reached the conclusion that 
he offered too bold a mark on his horse’s back. He had 
kicked his foot out of the stirrup, was just starting 
to wriggle over the saddle when Jason let go his shot. 
Again Jason cocked the gun and drew the trigger; this 
time however the hammer snapped on an empty shell. 

But it was of no consequence. As he looked in de- 
tached curiosity he noticed that José was swaying 
slightly in his saddle. The man’s right arm slid down- 
ward, dangling at his side; his grip opened slowly and 
his revolver clattered on the rocks. A little stream 
of red was trickling out of his coat sleeve. 

Jason stood up and walked forward. “Down! Get 
off that horse!” 

“Si Senor!’ José spoke through gritted teeth. He 
~ came out of the saddle in a heap to land on swaying 
legs. “Iam shot,” he said. _ 

“Let’s see!” Jason confiscated the Mexican’s re- 
volver and knife, felt him over for hidden weapons, 
and then helped him remove his coat, and rolled the 
sleeve back over the swarthy arm. A bullet had 
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plowed through the biceps, a raking hole bleeding pro- 
fusely. 

“We can stop that, anyhow. You’re lucky.” Jason 
used José’s neckerchief for a tourniquet and fastened 
it tight above the wound. Then he assisted the man 
to a seat on anearby rock. “You keep on doing noth- 
ing,’ he advised. 

The Mexican apparently had no fight left in him, 
but that was no reason for being careless. Jason broke 
the lock of his carbine over a rock, and then strode 
back to find out how the other two men had fared. 

Brick was unconscious, but a hurried examination 
discovered no sign of broken bones. His breathing 
seemed to foretell that destiny was saving him for 
future bumps and knocks. 

It was a different story with Bart Martin. His 
crumpled body held neither breath nor trace of pulse- 
beat. The mares and colts had trampled out his life. 

Jason left the tumbled shape, and with a long breath 
he turned down the slope to meet Billy. 


CHAPTER XXXI 
HOMESTRETCH 


The girl had climbed off Al-Falfa, leaving him to 
hunt for forage or to wander away, whichever he felt 
like doing, while she ran forward with hands out- 
stretched, her tanned, dusty face reflecting the glory 
of the morning sunlight. 

“Johnny—Johnny!”’ she was crying, calling the name 
over and over again as she hurried up the slope. 

Jason was still riding the emotional crests, borne 
by the high currents of achieving. Men or wild horses, 
or one small girl—who was to deny him? Before 
Billy could think what was happening to her she was 
in Jason’s arms. 

“Billy—my girl—my darling!” The resilient little 
figure strained momentarily for release, but there was 
no resisting him now. His hand was behind her head, 
caressing but unrelenting, pressing her flushed face to 
‘his. 

i “Johnny?” she gasped, and then he found her lips, 
stopped her faltering speech, her breathing. 

“T love you,” he said. ‘And you—we love each 
other.” ; 

She relaxed and swayed to him, gave herself to him. 


“Of course we do—of course! How could we help it, 
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Johnny?” Her mouth was soft and sweet and eager. 
“Tt just couldn’t be any other way!” 

“You had me scared foolish,” he said after a tre- 
mendous interval. ‘This morning—when you hadn’t 
reached Bullfrog Mountain—when I looked off here 
to see you and Al-Falfa and those three devils— 
What happened to you?” 

Her hand found its way over the curve of his shoulder 
and she still rested in the comfort of his arms. 

“Al-Falfa ran away with me last night, and by the 
time I stopped him we were hopelessly lost in the 
dark. At daylight I got my bearings and was starting 
back for the mountain. Those men sighted me and 
chased me, and then you came.” 

Her voice thrilled suddenly with the recollection. 
“T never saw anything like it—all those horses coming, 
and you at their head—triding Blueboy! It was gor- 
geous!” Billy drew a quivering breath. “But you 
—how did you ever catch Blueboy—how did you dare 
get on his back?” 

“Dare? With you needing me? Why, Id ride—” 
Jason paused and shook his head. “But this time 
it didn’t amount to shucks. Blueboy must have known 
what it was all about, and I swear he was just as keen 
about getting here as I.” 

“Look!” whispered the girl, and gently disengaged 
herself from the arm that still lingered about her 
shoulders. 

“What?” Jason followed her half-guilty glance to 
see José seated on a Stone, puffing a cigarette he had 
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rolled with one hand, and sourly watching them. 

“Oh, that,” said Jason lightly. “What do I care 
for him?” He grinned largely at the Mexican, feeling 
almost sorry for him. At that moment he was on 
friendly terms' with all the world. 

“Y’m afraid we'll have to take him and Brick back 
to the sheriff,” he said. ‘We'll deliver Lebba and 
the camels with care to their circus, and then, after 
we've rounded up the race horses again why I guess 
we'll have to get married, won’t we?” He regarded 
her wistfully. ‘“You’re figuring on that, aren’t you 
Billy dear?” 

She smiled tenderly. ‘My name isn’t Billy,” she 
said. “TI forgot to tell you. It’s Sarah.” 

“Never!” he objected. 

“But it is. Billy’s my brother—Cappy Kidd, that 
is to say—Billy Bromwell.” 

“Your brother—Cappy?” Jason’s brows knitted 
in perplexity. ‘Wait a minute! Cappy said some- 
thing about his being the jockey, Bromwell. I was 
too busy at the time to give it much thought 3 

“He’s. my brother,” she repeated. ‘“He’s Billy 
Bromwell.” 

“But—let’s get this straight. Bromwell was shot, 
killed——_” 

“No, not killed. The bullet grazed his back—spinal 
column—shock to the nervous centers. He was 
knocked out for a while, but the skin was scarcely 
broken. He was able to travel the next day.” 

Jason whistled under his breath. “And here I’ve 
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been traveling all over the desert with the real Billy 
Bromwell, trying to make him believe I was the racing 
man, Leigh.” 

The girl’s mocking dimple reasserted itself for an 
instant. ‘Billy had arranged to meet Gregory Leigh 
at Coahuila Well next morning,” she went on to ex- 
plain. ‘But not knowing how soon he’d be able to leave 
we decided that I’d better go on ahead to the meeting. 
I didn’t want to tell my story to the sheriff, so I pre- 
tended to be a boy and called myself by my brother’s 
name. And when you announced yourself as Mr. 
Leigh, I let it go at that, waiting to find out what 
part you were trying to play.” 

Jason chuckled, and then his face sobered. “Greg- 
ory Leigh was bitten by a rattle-snake and died. I 
was forced to trade places with him.” 

“Yes, we knew Leigh was dead,” said the girl. 
“Billy passed the sheriff bringing the body when he 
rode on that afternoon to overtake us.” 

“But why the Sam Hill did you let me go on with 
you—making myself ridiculous?” 

“We wanted to find out what it was all about— 
to have you where we could watch you, if you were 
intending to upset our plans.” There was faint 
laughter in her dewy eyes as she lifted her glance to 
his. ‘Later on,” she said, “I got to liking your com- 
pany a little—perhaps.”’ 

“And there was I,” said Jason ruefully, “running 
away from a murder.with the man I was supposed to 
have murdered.” 
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It was the girl’s turn to look bewildered. 

“It was Bart Martin who shot your brother—that 
night by the circus train.” 

“We suspected as much. Martin and his friends 
had found out somehow that Billy intended to hunt 
the lost race horses. They were planning to go too, 
and I guess they thought they saw their chance to rid 
themselves of a rival.” 

“T was there too,” Jason told her. ‘Martin’s crew 
lit out after the shot was fired, and I was left to face 
the circus mob. So I ran for it with the sheriff after 
me. I found Gregory Leigh when I was stumbling 
across the dunes, soon after the rattler killed him. 
I changed boots with him, took his name and letter, 
and came on to meet you.” 

“What a queer tangle!”’ she exclaimed. 

“Fate!” he informed her gravely. ‘Fate moving in 
roundabout ways to bring me to you.” 

“Martin’s gang were at the circus siding trying to 
steal a couple of camels for their desert trip,” he went 
on musingly. “They stampeded them off into the 
dunes. Later, after things had quieted down, they 
sneaked back and abducted Lebba. They hoped to 
pick up the runaway camels, and they wanted some- 
_ one who knew how to manage them.” 

“How did you find that out?” 

“Lebba told me.” 

“Lebba? Why, you can’t talk her speech.” 

“You’d be surprised what an expressive way Lebba 
has. She can say things with just her hands alone. 
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I got the main facts from her the morning you objected 
to our talking so much.” Jason’s mouth twisted for 
a second into his old, tormenting grin. ‘‘Remember— 
that morning when you were jealous.” 

“T!” The girl flashed an indignant look. “I wasn’t 
jealous!” 

“All right—we’ll let it go at that.” 

“Well,” she stammered after a little pause, “I— 
what would you expect? Falling head-over-heels and 
not being able to help it—and the prettiest sort of a 
girl making eyes at someone—and I—playing I was a 
boy, not being able to compete.” 

“And here’s something else!” put in Jason, scowling. 
“You're not Sarah. That’s a deuce of a name! 
Sarah!” 

“But I am Sarah. I can’t help it.” 

“Youre nothing of the sort. I don’t care two whoops 
what you're brother calls himself. Let him be Cappy. 
You’re Billy. Youre my little boy scout. You're 
my Billy! Understand that. I love you, Billy.” 

“Ves sir,’ she said with tremulous laughter. ‘And 
IJ—” She broke off suddenly, her fingers reaching 
furtively to grip his wrist. ‘Johnny,” she whispered 
tensely—‘“look at that!” 

As Jason turned he heard a clicking of hooves on the — 
rock, and his eyes widened in amazement. Blueboy 
was coming back. The big stallion had turned and 
was walking towards them, his nostrils sniffing. And 
in a wavering half-circle came Lady Marigold and the 

; ; 
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Queen-of-Spades and all five colts, tripping daintily 
after him. 

On the ground where Martin’s broncho had fallen 
lay a cloth sack that evidently had been broken from 
the saddle lashings. The mouth of the bag had burst 
open and its yellow contents were spilling on the 
ground. 

“Oats!” said Jason with bated breath. ‘He hasn’t 
had one in five years. My gosh—he smells ’em!”’ 

Blueboy walked up sedately to the bag, snuffed in 
greedy recognition, and then began munching the oats. 

With Billy’s trembling hand in his, Jason moved for- 
ward. ‘The stallion’s bit was chinking in his mouth 
as he nibbled the grain. He paid no attention to any- 
body. ‘They stole up to him, and he did not budge. 
The girl’s hand strayed out to touch his dirty sweaty 
coat, and he lifted his head to nuzzle her shoulder, as 
though he were begging to have his bridle taken off. 

“Oh Blueboy!” Billy’s arms slipped around the 
horse’s sinewy neck. “Oh, you beautiful—my beauti- 
ful!” 

Blueboy sniffed at her fingers, and then spread his 
feet and bent down again to his pile of fodder. 

“YT know a place,” said Jason in a slow, dreamy 
voice, “not a hundred miles from here—grass and hills 
and timber and sweet running water—five thousand 
acres that can be bought forasong. I’ve got the money 
in the bank to buy it. 

“You could fence it and build a little ranch Ppt 


300 _ THE RUNAWAY TRAIL 


and you could raise horses there: you could raise the 
finest blueblood race horses the world has ever seen. 
Do you want to come?” 

“T want to come,” said Billy solemnly, so softly that 
he barely heard. 

Jason filled his lungs and his glance wandered past 
the girl, up the rocky slope. The mares and colts 
had halted and were gathered in a ring, looking on. 


_A full length in advance of the others stood Little-Boy- 


Blue, not a bit afraid, the bold, brash look of him, but 
curious, his forefeet restlessly tamping the ground as he 
stared, wondering what these people were like. 

“The railroad will come through some day,” said 
Jason after a moment. “In the meantime, you won’t 
be lonesome, will you Billy?” 

“Lonesome?” She looked up with misty eyes. 
“T’ve been lonesome all my life until this minute. 
And now—never any more!” 

“T guess I’ve been pretty lonesome myself without 
knowing it,’ Jason said pathetically. 

“Vou?” Billy shook her head, facing him iron- 
ically. ‘You don’t know what it means. . You’ve been 
too much like Blueboy—free and gay and gallant— 
running wild.” 

“Well anyhow,” he declared, “I’m tamed now: 
You’ve tamed me down.” 

“Oh please, no!” Billy looked at him in consterna- 
tion. “Not too tame, Johnny!” 

“T’ll tell you then,” he grinned: “just tame enough 
so’s not to stray off the home pasture.” 
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“T think that’ll be about right,” she said ecstatically. 

With a sudden breathless impulse she stooped, 
gathered Blueboy’s head in her arms and kissed his 
velvet muzzle. Then she straightened and held up her - 
smiling lips. “You’re next, Johnny!” she said. 

As Jason reached towards her, Blueboy snorted and 
turned back to his oats. 


THE END 
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THE COURAGE OF MARGE O'DOONE 
BACK TO GOD'S COUNTRY 


GROSSET & DUNLAP, Publishers, NEW YORK 
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ZANE GREY’S NOVELS 


May be had wherever books are sold. Ask for Grosset & Dunlap’s list 


TAPPAN’S BURRO 

THE VANISHING AMERICAN 

THE THUNDERING HERD 

THE CALL OF THE CANYON 
WANDERER OF THE WASTELAND 
TO THE LAST MAN 

THE MYSTERIOUS RIDER 

THE MAN OF THE FOREST 

THE DESERT OF WHEAT 

THE U. P. TRAIL 

WILDFIRE 

THE BORDER LEGION 

THE RAINBOW TRAIL 

THE HERITAGE OF THE DESERT 
RIDERS OF THE PURPLE SAGE 
THE LIGHT OF WESTERN STARS 
THE LAST OF THE PLAINSMEN 
THE LONE STAR RANGER 
DESERT GOLD 

BETTY ZANE 


THE DAY OF THE BEAST 
* * * * * * * 


LAST OF THE GREAT SCOUTS 
The life story of “Buffalo Bill” by his sister Helen Cody Wet- 
more, with Foreword and conclusion by Zane Grey. 


ZANE GREY’S BOOKS FOR BOYS 

ROPING LIONS IN THE GRAND CANYON 

KEN WARD IN THE JUNGLE 

THE YOUNG LION HUNTER 

THE YOUNG FORESTER 

THE YOUNG PITCHER. 

THE SHORT STOP 

|THE RED-HEADED OUTFIELD AND OTHER 
BASEBALL STORIES 


GROSSET & DUNLAP, Publishers, NEW YORK 


JACKSON GREGORY’S NOVELS 


May be had wherever books are sold. Ask for Grosset & Dunlap’s fist. 


THE MAID OF THE MOUNTAIN | 


A thrilling story, centering about a lovely and original girl who flees 
to the mountains to avoid an obnoxious suitor---and finds herself suspec- 
tea of murder. 


‘DAUGHTER OF THE SUN 


A tale of Aztec treasure---of American adventurers who seek it--of 
Zoraida, who hides it. 


\TIMBER -WOLF 


This is a story of action and ofthe wide open, dominated always by 
the heroic figure of Timber-Wolf. 


THE EVERLASTING WHISPER 


The story of a strong man’s struggle against savage nature and hu- 
manity, and ofa beautiful girl’s regeneration from a spoiled child of wealth 
into a courageous strong-willed woman. 


DESERT VALLEY 


A college professor sets out with his daughter to find gold. They meet 
a rancher who loses hie heart, and becomes involved in a feud, 


MAN TO MAN 


How Steve won his game and the girl he loved, is a story filled with 
breathless situations, 


THE BELLS OF SAN JUAN 


Dr. Virginia Page is forced to go with the sheriff on a night journey 
into the strongholds of a lawless band, 


JUDITH OF BLUE LAKE RANCH 


Judith Sanford part owner of a cattle ranch realizes she is being robbed 
by her foreman. With the help of Bud Lee, she checkmates Trevor’s scheme. 


THE SHORT CUT 


Wayneis suspected of killing his brother after a quarrel. Financial com- 
plications, a horse-race and beautiful Wanda, make up a thrilling romance. 


THE JOYOUS TROUBLE MAKER 


A reporter sets: up housekeeping close to Beatrice’s Ranch much to her 
chagrin. Thereis ‘another man” who complicates matters, 


SIX FEET FOUR 


Beatrice Waverly is robbed of $5,000 and suspicion fastens upon Buck 
|Thornton, but she soon realizes he is not guilty. 


IWOLF BREED 


No Luck Drennan, a woman hater and sharp of tongue, finds a mucch 
in Ygerne whose clever fencing wins the admiration and love of the | 
!“Lone Wolf.” | 


GROSSET & DUNLAP, Publishers, NEW YORE 
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CHARLES ALDEN SELTZER’S 
“WESTERN NOVELS 


May be had wherever books are seid. Ask for Grosset & Duntap’s list. 


The West is Mr. Seltzer’s special field. He has a long list of 
novels under his name in book lists, and they all deal with those 
vast areas where land is reckoned in miles, not in acres, and 
where the population per square mile, excluding cattle, is sparse 
and breathing space is ample. It is the West of an older day 
than this that Mr. Seltzer handles, as a rule, and a West that few 
novelists know so well as he. 


CHANNING COMES THROUGH 
LAST HOPE RANCH 


THE WAY OF THE BUFFALO 


BRASS COMMANDMENTS 


WEST! 


SQUARE DEAL SANDERSON 


“BEAU ” RAND 


THE BOSS OF THE LAZY Y 


“DRAG ” HARLAN 


THE TRAIL HORDE 


THE RANCHMAN 


“FIREBRAND” TREVISON 


THE RANGE BOSS 


THE VENGEANCE OF JEFFERSON GAWNE 


GROSSET & DUNLAP, Publishers, NEW YORK 
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THE NOVELS OF TEMPLE BAILEY 


May be had wherever books are sold. Ask for Grosset & Duntap’s list. 


THE BLUE WINDOW 


The heroine, Hildegarde, finds herself transplanted from the middle 
western farm to the gay social whirl of the East. She is almost swept off 
her feet, but in the end she proves true blue. 


PEACOCK FEATHERS 


The eternal conflict between wealth and love. Jerry, the idealt who. 
is poor, loves Mimi, a beautiful, spoiled society girl. 


THE DIM LANTERN 


The romance of little Jane Barnes who is loved by two men. 


THE GAY COCKADE 


Unusual short stories where Miss Bailey shows her keen knowledge of 
character and environment, and how romance comes to different people. 


THE TRUMPETER SWAN 


Randy Paine comes back from France to the monotony of every-day 
affairs. But the girl he loves shows him the beauty in the common place. 


THE TIN SOLDIER 


A man who wishes to serve his country, but is bound by a tie he can- 
not in honor break —that’s Derry. A girl who loves him, shares his hu- 
miliation and helps-him to win—that’s Jean. Their love is the story. 


MISTRESS ANNE 


A girl in Maryland teaches school, and believes that work is worthy 
service. Two men come to the little community; one is-weak, the other 
strong, and both need Anne. 


CONTRARY MARY 
An old-fashioned love story that is nevertheless modern. 


GLORY OF YOUTH 


i A novel that deals with a question, old and yet ever new—how tar 
should an engagement of marriage bind two persons who discover they no 
Jonger love. 


GROSSET & DUNLAP, PustiisHers, NEW YORK 


MARGARET PEDLER’S NOVELS 


May be had wherever books are sold. Ask for Grosset & Duniap’s Iist. 


TO-MORROW’S TANGLE 


The game of love is fraught with danger. To win in the finest sense, it 
must be played fairly. 


RED ASHES 


A gripping of a doctor who failed in a crucial operation---and had 
only himself te blame. Could the woman he loved forgive him? 


THE BARBARIAN LOVER 


A love story based on the creed that the only important things between 
birth and death are the courage to face life and the love to sweeten it. 


THE MOON OUT OF REACH 


Nan Davenants problem is one that many a girl has faced---her own 
happiness or her father’s bond. 


THE HOUSE OF DREAMS-COME-TRUE 

How a man and a woman fulfilled a Gypsy’s strange prophecy. 
THE HERMIT OF FAR END 

How love made its way into a walled-in house and a walled-in heart. 
THE LAMP OF FATE 

The story of a woman who tried to take all and give nothing. 
THE SPLENDID FOLLY 


Do you believe that husbands and wives should have no secrets from 
each other ? 


THE VISION OF DESIRE 


An absorbing romance written with all that sense of feminine tenderness 
that has given the novels of Margaret Pedler their universal appeal. 


WAVES OF DESTINY 


Each of these stories has the sharp impact of an emotional crisis---the 
compressed quality of one of Margaret Pedler’s widely popular novels. 
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PETER B. KYNE’S NOVELS 


May be had wherever books are sold. Ask for Grosset and Dunlap’s list. 


THE ENCHANTED HILL 
A gorgeous story with a thrilling mystery and a beautiful girl, 


NEVER THE TWAIN SHALL MEET 


A romance of California and the South Seas, ; 


CAPPY RICKS RETIRES ; 
Cappy retires, but the romance of the sea and business, kon] 
calling him back, and he comes back strong. 
THE PRIDE OF PALOMAR 
When two strong men clash and the under-dog has Irish blood 
in his veins—-there’s a tale that Kyne can tell! 
KINDRED OF THE DUST 
Donald McKay, son of Hector McKay, millionaire lumber king, 
falls in love with ‘‘ Nan of the sawdust pile,” a charming girl who 
has been ostracized by her townsfolk. 
THE VALLEY OF THE GIANTS 
The fight of the Cardigans, father and son, to hold the Valley 
of the Giants against treachery. 
CAPPY RICKS 
Cappy Ricks gave Matt Peasley the acid test because he knew 
it was good for his soul. 
WEBSTER: MAN’S MAN 


A man and a woman hailing from the “ States,” met up with a 
revolution while in Central America. Adventures and excitement 
came so thick and fast that their love affair had to wait for a lull 
in the game. 


|\CAPTAIN SCRAGGS 


| This sea yarn recounts the adventures of three rapscallion seas { 
faring men. 


THE LONG CHANCE 

“arley P. Hennage is the best gambler, the best and worst 
man of San Pasqual and of lovely Donna. 
ERAGON TERE UNTER Pe eM MT MUL i ara ad 
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THE NOVELS OF 
GRACE LIVINGSTON HILL 


May be had wherever books are sold. Ask for Grosset & Dunlap’s list. 


BEST MAN, THE 

CITY OF FIRE, THE 

CLOUDY JEWEL 

DAWN OF THE MORNING 
ENCHANTED BARN, THE 

EXIT BETTY 

FINDING OF JASPER HOLT, THE 
GIRL FROM MONTANA, THE 
LO, MICHAEL! 

MAN OF THE DESERT, THE 
MARCIA SCHUYLER 

MIRANDA 

MYSTERY OF MARY, THE 

NOT UNDER THE LAW 
OBSESSION OF VICTORIA GRACEN, THE 
PHOEBE DEANE 
RE-CREATIONS 

RED SIGNAL, THE 

SEARCH, THE 

STORY OF A WHIM, THE 
TOMORROW ABOUT THIS TIME 
TRYST, THE 

VOICE IN THE WILDERNESS, A 
WITNESS, THE ——~CO— 


GROSSET & DUNLAP, Publishers, NEW YORK 


THE NOVELS OF BEATRICE BURTON 


May be had wherever books are sold. Ask for Grosset & Dunitap’s Ist 


BEATRICE BURTON has the uncanny ability to se 
through all of the reckless confusion of the modem age t 
the pnmitive emotions and passions which direct the hearts o 
men and women. ‘These romances caused a tremendous sen 
sation when they first appeared as newspaper serials. They ar 


now all available in book form in the Grosset & Dunlap Edition 
THE HOLLYWOOD GIRL 


Bobbie Ransom was movie mad. Her life was monotonous and sh 
finally decided to go to Hollywood. After a month, Bobbie was taken o: 
as an extra in a color film and her further experiences are graphically tol 
in this very interesting book. 


HONEY LOU, or THE LOVE WRECKER 


This is the story of the first year of Honey Lou’s marned life and how | 
almost came to grief through the efforts of a “love wrecker.” 


THE PETTER 


Because life seemed just a gay series of petting parties to “Merry” Lock 
she did not recognize the Real Thing when it came along. 


HER MAN 
The story of a girl who gave everything and stil! could not hold the ma 


she loved. 


LOVE BOUND (Gilded Kisses) 

Where does a pretty girl get all the things she can’t afford? Does lov 
piracy pay > 
THE FLAPPER WIFE 

She yearned for ease and beautiful clothes and fluttered too close to th 
consuming flame. 
FOOTLOOSE (Sequel to the “Flapper Wife’’) 


The story of a girl who tasted the bitterness of life, but found in the en 
that love heals and love restores. 
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